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      Thanks a lot for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me, because this is the best way to show me your love.

      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Finding the Broken Cowboy. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.
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      Again, thank you ever so much for your continuous love and support!

      Cassidy Hanton
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      In the midst of the storm, they still found each other...

      When her family’s old foe returns to town, Olivia Wagner’s quiet life is shattered. As the vendetta between the Wagners and the Paytons is reignited, the town prepares for yet another war.

      With his parents’ death still heavy on his shoulders, Marc Payton must take care of his sister and family ranch. Danger lurks around every corner, but things change the minute he lays his eyes on the beautiful Olivia Wagner.

      Their love is forbidden, transcending the decades-old feud...

      When a terrible “accident” occurs, Olivia and Marc must set their differences aside and unite forces. Racing against a ticking clock to rescue a helpless family from certain doom, their love will be tested...twice.

      A terrible storm is brewing extremely close to them and they don't even know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, Marc, the service is starting!” Clarissa Payton said to her brother as she looked towards the church.

      

      Marc Payton drew a heavy breath as he tied the reins securely to the post. He stroked his faithful black steed Spirit next, and made one more go at checking the fastenings, although there was no reason to. Clarissa looked kindly at her older brother with an understanding smile on her young face. It was, after all, a momentous occasion, although a rather somber one. Marc was on his way to Sunday church, for the first time since their parents, Anna and John Payton, died.

      

      The steps towards the church were difficult. He couldn’t shake the image of his parents’ caskets being carried out of the small white church. It still felt surreal. His parents had succumbed to a fever quite suddenly and they deteriorated fast. Marc had been studying in San Francisco when he received the telegram with the news of his parents’ ailing health. He immediately booked the train back to his hometown of Eloy, Arizona, but was too late.

      

      By the time he arrived, both his parents had died. His younger sister, Clarissa, greeted him at the ranch, tears streaming down her soft cheeks. He held her in his arms as the reality washed over him. His parents were gone… And now, the family cattle farm, the Blue Willow Ranch, was his responsibility.

      

      As he walked up the church steps, the parishioners stared at him, not too subtly. He noticed William Carter, his father’s old friend, and his wife, Sylvia, smiling kindly at him as he entered. He took off his Stetson, making his dark hair fall over his eyes, and looked around for his sister, who had already taken her seat.

      

      Clarissa had changed much in the years Marc had been in San Francisco. She had been just a kid when he left, but now she was a young woman. But Marc thought that she was too naive, and she was much too interested in giggling with her girlfriends and writing letters all day long.

      

      Clarissa was sitting next to her friend, Sarah Carlson. They had been friends since they were little girls; Sarah was the daughter of the church verger, Timothy Carlson. She had inherited her father’s flaming red hair and, unfortunately for her, her father’s looks as well. She had a kind nature and always became very flustered around Marc.

      

      Marc was very tall and muscular, with piercing green eyes, just like his father. He had, however, his mother's jet black hair, the same as his sister, who was the spitting image of their mother, with pale blue eyes. He was articulate and always seemed to gain the attention of the young women in Eloy. Even here, at church, they would put their heads together and whisper as they took a look at him, giggling softly, their cheeks rosy from blushing.

      

      He paid them no attention. Marc was in no way an old man, but since he’d been back, he often felt as if he had lived far longer than his years. The recent burden of taking care of the farm, and especially taking care of his sister, was trying. Although he seemed to have the aptitude and mentality required for taking care of a ranch, he just hadn’t imagined doing this so soon.

      

      He looked ahead toward the altar, and in an instant, he was transported back to a few weeks ago when he’d last been here. The whole town had shown up to the funeral. Even the Wagner brothers, Andy and Frank, had been there.

      

      The Wagners lived on the neighboring ranch, the Rosewood Ranch. For as long as Marc could remember, there had been bad blood between the two ranches. It had all begun years and years ago when he was just a little boy. Someone had poisoned their well, and Marc’s father was sure the brothers’ father, Roy Wagner, was behind it.

      

      Marc’s family had lost a lot of cattle, and the Wagners had profited from their loss. Roy Wagner had always vehemently denied the accusations and was absolutely furious that they would even suggest it. This rivalry was known to everyone in town and the decedents had inherited the feud. Marc had cared much more about it when he was a boy. It had seemed logical and the right thing to do — to honor the family feud.

      

      But now, he could not really bring himself to care too much about it. It was a part of the past. And since both Roy Wagner and his wife were gone now, just like his parents, he didn’t see the benefit of fueling the flames of this fire. Marc had a calm demeanor and was a stoic soul. He definitely had not inherited his father’s wild temperament.

      

      As he walked down the church aisle to sit next to his sister, the familiar organ music began. Predictably, Sarah’s face became a deep shade of red as she noticed Marc. He chuckled quietly as he looked away from her, to spare her even more embarrassment. He looked up, expecting to see old Graves, the church organist, but saw instead a young, beautiful woman playing.

      

      A sunbeam streamed through the high window at the ceiling which cast a magical glow around her. Her long blonde hair curled slightly at the ends, framing her trim figure. It appeared as if it was flecked with gold and she looked angelic. Her face had a delicate beauty to it and her brown eyes were the color of chestnuts.

      

      While she played the piano in total concentration, one could admire her long, delicate fingers flying in a steady and knowing manner that only a virtuoso could possess. She moved her hands gracefully and the congregation followed her and sang the familiar tune in harmony.

      

      I cannot believe my eyes. Could this angel be the little, awkward Olivia that I’ve known since we were children? I remember her as a timid child, always hiding behind a book, not as this beautiful angel! Could this really be Olivia Wagner?
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        * * *

      

      The pastor was speaking, but Marc barely made out a single word. Olivia’s beauty was so captivating that he felt that only strong forces would be able to make him look away from her. She played the final psalm, and as the service finished, she disappeared from the church like a dream at daybreak. Marc got up, holding onto his hat, and began to shake peoples’ hand.

      

      “Marc, I’m glad you came, my boy,” William Carter said, patting his shoulder paternally.

      

      “Me too,” Marc said, his mind still full of the images of Olivia.

      

      “You look better than the last time I saw you, I must say,” William said honestly.

      

      “It is as if I’ve been touched by an angel,” Marc said. “Coming here proved more therapeutic than I ever could have imagined.”

      

      “That’s remarkable,” William said as they walked out of the church together. “I didn’t know you were such a man of the church.”

      

      “Neither did I,” Marc said thoughtfully. “Roy Wagner’s daughter sure has blossomed into a beautiful young woman,” he added.

      

      “Oh, Olivia is like a gift sent to us down from heaven,” William said, smiling at his younger companion.

      

      “She sure is,” Marc replied.

      

      William’s reply was interrupted by the arrival of Sylvia Carter. “It’s wonderful to see you,” she said smiling warmly at him. “I’ve just been telling your darling sister that you should join us for supper tomorrow.”

      

      “What a great idea, Sylvia dear!” William exclaimed.

      

      “Thank you for the kind offer,” Marc said gratefully, “I would very much like that. My sister is many things, but a good cook she is not, unfortunately!”

      

      William and Sylvia laughed, and Marc looked around for his sister. Since he’d been back, Clarissa had made many attempts to cook for them. But she seemed to have a unique ability to only cook either bland or burnt food — sometimes both. Marc sighed, seeing his sister clutching Sarah’s arm, the two whispering and giggling.

      

      One of these days I really need to get serious and find a wife. The sooner, the better. I need a partner and Clarissa surely could use a role model. She seems so frivolous and still acts like a young girl. He wondered if Olivia was betrothed to someone…

      

      Clarissa and Marc made their good-byes and walked back to the carriage. Marc untied the reins and helped his sister step up onto the carriage. Soon they were riding away from the town center, towards the road that led to their ranch.

      

      They rode in silence. Clarissa looked out to the prairie deep in thought. Marc didn’t blame her, as it had been a painful time for him; he had been plagued by an avalanche of thoughts about the ranch, his parents, and his sister since he returned. But now, he realized his mind felt clearer than it had since he had come back.
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        * * *

      

      As they rode towards the ranch, Seamus O’Leary, their old worker, greeted them. He had worked at the ranch almost all of Marc’s life. He was getting on in years, had bad knees, and his eyesight was rapidly getting worse.

      

      O’Leary walked towards the carriage, helping Clarissa jump down. He then immediately began unfastening the horses from the carriage.

      

      “I will start preparin’ dinner,” Clarissa said.

      

      “Great,” Marc replied, trying to sound sincere for his sister’s sake.

      

      Clarissa went inside the house, and Marc helped O’Leary, leading the horses into the stable.

      

      As Marc guided his horse into the stall, he looked up at the roof of the stable. He would need to repair the roof soon, he mused, as he stared through the large hole through it. Right now he could let it be as the weather was still, but the summer was over now.

      

      There is so still so much that I need to do to make up for the time lost. However will I manage?

      

      “How was the service?” O’Leary asked, pulling Marc away from his reverie.

      

      “It’s was… It was good,” Marc said, thinking of Olivia again. “I’m glad I went.”

      

      “That’s nice,” Seamus replied, coughing but trying to cover it.

      

      “That cough doesn’t sound too good,” Marc said, concerned.

      

      “It’s nothing,” Seamus dismissed.

      

      “Are you sure?” Marc asked as the man coughed again. “I think you should go see Doctor Bourne.”

      

      “There’s no need,” O’Leary dismissed again. “This is just a head cold, that comes with the change of season, that’s all.”

      

      “I think I’ll fetch another bale from the loft,” Marc said, noting that the horses would need more hay. He walked towards the wooden ladder that led to the stable loft. He put one foot on the first step and as he put his weight on it the step broke. He fell backward but managed to keep from hitting on the stable floor.

      

      He sighed, looking at the wood splinters all around him. He bent down to pick them up. As he turned around to get the tools necessary to repair the stair, O’Leary walked towards him, holding plywood and the tool bucket.

      

      “You go on in now, son,” he said to Marc. “I’ll finish this.”

      

      “We’ll do it together,” Marc said. He didn’t want Seamus to have to spend his Sunday working on this, as he knew he had been too unwell to go to church, which bothered him more than he would ever tell Marc.

      

      Seamus nodded his head, and Marc began pulling the remainders of the broken step off the ladder. Seamus handed him the wood and Marc positioned it so it aligned with the other steps. The wood was a different color but would have to do for now. Marc nailed the step to the ladder while Seamus held it tightly in place. In a short while, they had replaced the step. Marc put his weight on it to test it, and it held him. He climbed the rest of the steps, which didn’t break but were fragile.

      

      He grabbed one of the hay bales and threw it down. He looked around the loft at the remaining hay. Haying season was almost over, and he would need to work hard to have enough for winter.

      

      Marc climbed down the steps and sighed again as he looked at the mismatched ladder.  “I will need to replace the entire ladder soon enough,” Marc said. “And the roof will need fixing soon.”

      

      “All in good time, all in good time,” O’Leary said calmly.

      

      “You’re right,” Marc replied.

      

      Seamus coughed an ugly sounding cough again.

      

      “I will have Clarissa bring you some tea,” Marc said.

      

      “Oh, you shouldn’t be bothering with me,” he said.

      

      “I insist,” Marc said firmly.

      

      “Well, all right then,” Seamus thanked him.

      

      I worry that O’Leary is wearing himself out. He cares as much about this ranch as I do, perhaps even more. Maybe finding some hands would make our life easier... Marc thought as he was entering his home. The first thing that greeted him was the smell of burning stew. He sighed and removed his Stetson, hanging it on the hook by the picture of his parents. He gently stroked over his mother’s face and gave the image of his father a small bow of the head.

      

      As he was entering the kitchen, Marc saw Clarissa sitting at the kitchen table, completely immersed in a letter she was writing. He couldn’t help but chuckle as he peered into the pot on the large stove in the middle of the kitchen. There was the half-burnt concoction of his sister’s making.

      

      Perhaps this will even taste better a little burnt, he chuckled. Marc loved his sister and was sure that one day she would get the hang of the cooking, but she wasn’t there yet. As he removed the pot from the fire, she finally looked up from her letter, with a comical look of guilt painting her face.

      

      “I was just…” her voice trailed off.

      

      “Being distracted?” Marc asked her.

      

      “Yes?” she replied guiltily. “Is it ruined?” she asked with a grimace.

      

      “Nah, it’s fine,” he said grabbing bowls for them. “Will you go now and serve O’Leary some tea? He’s been coughin’ an awful lot.”

      

      “Of course,” she said, grabbing the letter she had been writing and hurriedly shoving it in her pocket, then got up to prepare the tea.

      

      Marc stood by the kitchen table. He and Clarissa were just starting to get a semblance of routine going. The house was quieter as the stream of guests had stopped after the funeral. People had brought food and supplies, but Marc was ready to begin taking control of the ranch, no—of his ranch.

      

      Clarissa returned a short while later and they sat together and ate in amicable silence. The stew turned out to be quite bland and had a burnt aftertaste. She seemed distracted still, and with all those letters she had been writing Marc could not help but wonder what could possibly be occupying her mind so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia Wagner stood in the kitchen, a sweet melody playing on her lips. She was preparing the pie that was for dessert tonight. Carefully, she poured the sweet peach filling into the rustic red pie dish. She then pulled the pie crust over, neatly tucking the ends together, closing the seams.

      

      This is going to be a tasty pie, she mused happily as she popped the pie into the hot oven, pushing a strand of hair away from her face. She had a shy smile and would much rather disappear behind a book than attend a crowded function. Not that she attended many of those. She mostly stayed home, tending to the house, or playing the piano but, sometimes, she would take a book and sit by the river that marked the edges of Rosewood and the beginning of the neighbouring Blue Willow Ranch.

      

      Time for mother’s braided bread, Olivia thought as she stretched the dough she had prepared that morning. She divided the dough into three sections and began gently braiding the parts into a neat ring. Next, she brushed the bread with butter.

      

      This always made her smile. When she was a little girl her mother would make this bread every Sunday and Olivia had always wanted to help her. Her mother allowed her to use the brush.

      

      “Careful, darling, careful,” she would say and gently guide her hand. Olivia had been so young when her mother died, and this was one of her most cherished memories. How wonderful would it be to do this with a daughter of my own…

      

      Olivia could barely remember her mother anymore; the memories were few but precious. She had died in childbirth ten years ago, along with Olivia’s unborn sister. Roy Wagner, her father, had died five years ago, from old age, leaving Andy in charge of the home. The oldest son of Roy Wagner was firm and loyal to the memory of their father. With his large hands, wide chest, and strength, one would have thought he was made to be a rancher. He was adamant about keeping the running of the ranch the same as before. Andy was hard-pressed to make changes.

      

      Olivia’s other brother, Frank, had accepted the changes so far. As Sundays were celebrated as days of contemplation and rest at the Wagner residence, the family sat together around the table. Olivia honored the family tradition of making a roast on the day. Her mother had always said that eating a good, hearty meal on Sunday would have a good influence on the coming work week.

      

      That Sunday had begun like any other. Olivia woke early to prepare the day’s roast and had put on her powder blue dress for church. She rode with her brothers in their carriage, and they arrived early, like always. They took their seats in the third row from the altar. Olivia held her book of psalms close to her heart; it had been her mother’s and it was one of her most prized possessions.

      

      Suddenly, the harried-looking Timothy Carlson came running down the aisle. He had scooted into the row in front of them, stopping in front of Olivia, Andy, and Frank, breathing heavily. Olivia played their conversation over in her mind.

      

      “Olivia…” he had said, stopping to take a deep breath. “Old Graves is ill.” Timothy had said, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief.

      

      “Oh no, I hope it’s not serious,” Olivia had said concernedly.

      

      Beside her, Andy had shaken his head disapprovingly, and Frank covered his chuckle with a cough.

      

      “He’ll be fine. But we don’t have an organist,” Timothy had said, trying to ignore her brothers.

      

      “Oh…” Olivia had said, feeling anxious.

      

      “Would you, dear Olivia, play for us? We would be so ever grateful!” he had said pleadingly.

      

      Olivia had looked nervously at Andy, who nodded his head. She looked back at the man and sighed.

      

      “All right, I’ll do it!” she had said with a resoluteness that didn’t entirely convince him, or herself for that matter.

      

      She had followed Timothy from the pews to the front of the church where the old organ was. Her fingers had been cold with nervousness, and she had taken a deep breath as she had sat at the carved pump organ. She had been much more comfortable playing the piano, although she could play the organ as well.

      

      Olivia had leafed through the hymn-music book, finding the correct psalm. Her heart had beat rapidly in her chest, and she had taken a deep breath to calm her nerves. As the pastor began walking into the church aisle, he signaled that she had ought to start playing.

      

      Everything was going smoothly, Olivia mused. She had continued playing, knowing the hymns very well, and the service continued. Her nerves had calmed, and she had even begun enjoying herself. During the pastor’s sermon, she had turned to see him speak and that’s when she noticed him... Her cheeks burned hot from the memory. She had looked back to the pews, and her heart jumped as she noticed a familiar face sitting in the back rows. It was Marc Payton, and he was staring at her intently.

      

      Marc…

      

      I wonder whether he remembered me? It has been so long since I last saw him. He has matured, and that has only served to enhance his good looks…She hadn’t seen him in years. She knew he was back in Eloy after the tragic passing of his parents, but she hadn’t seen him since he returned. She had been out of town, visiting her Aunt Mary during the funeral.

      

      Why was Marc Payton staring at me, and with such intensity? He’s still just as handsome as ever. It had not been proper of her to blush inside a church, on a Sunday no less! But she could not stop the way her heart had beaten. For the remainder of the service, she had found it challenging to quell her curiosity, but she had persevered and managed to keep her attention on the music in front of her.
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        * * *

      

      “Let us read together,” Andy said, standing up from the sitting room and walking to the kitchen table as Olivia finished preparing the bread. She took off her apron and sat at the table next to Frank. They took each other’s hands and prayed in silence before Andy began reading from the old family Bible. Andy had an excellent voice.

      

      They were a devout family, and Andy truly had been blessed with his deep timbre and passion. He spoke with conviction and fervor and would have made an excellent preacher had his life gone in another direction.

      

      The loss of their mother nearly ruined their father, who became cold and distant after her death. Andy had only been twenty years old at the time, but old enough to realize what he needed to do. He stepped up like a man ought to. Frank had been a teenager when their parents left them, but he tried his best to help the family.

      

      But Olivia ended up being the force that guided them onwards. Her gentle laugh and sweet smile could melt ice, and whenever the house seemed to fill with sorrow, she would sit at the piano and play beautiful music. Olivia was the apple of Andy’s eye, and he regarded her as a mixture of a sister and daughter.

      

      Andy took his role as the head of the house very seriously. He often said that Olivia and Frank needed more guidance, a firm yet gentle hand to guide them and keep them focused. Lately though, Frank had begun to speak up, making suggestions that Andy was usually against. A rift had begun erupting between the two brothers, pushing Olivia into the middle, as she tried to hold her two brothers together.

      

      After reading, Andy and Frank sat in the sitting room again, Frank attending to the fire and Andy reading, while Olivia finished preparing dinner.

      

      “Frank, where are you going?” Andy asked as his brother stood.

      

      “I’m fetching more wood for the fire,” Frank said. “The fire is dying out.”

      

      “The fire is fine,” Andy said sternly. “Let us not waste time.”

      

      “If you say so,” Frank said; he was irked.

      

      “Dinner is ready,” Olivia called to her brothers, stopping Andy from admonishing Frank. They joined her in the kitchen, standing around the kitchen table. They held hands and bowed their heads. “Lord, thank you for this bountiful meal. Bless us and bless our parents who remain with you, under your ever-loving embrace, amen.” Andy uttered the meal prayer while Frank and Olivia echoed: “Amen.”

      

      They sat down, and Olivia began cutting the meat and doling out the vegetables. They ate in contemplative silence, enjoying the food.
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        * * *

      

      “That was delicious,” Frank said sweetly to his sister after they had finished the dinner.

      

      “You truly were blessed by an angel to be so good at cooking,” Andy said.

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia smiled at them.

      

      She gathered up the plates and put them into the kitchen sink. She brought the pie she’d made and placed on the table. She brought smaller plates, and the silver dessert forks that she’d always pretended were treasures when she was a child.

      

      “We also should thank you for your role in today's service,” Frank added, as he took a bite of pie. Olivia looked shyly at her pie dish.

      

      “You certainly were a more enjoyable organist than old Graves,” Frank added. “You ought to play every time.”

      

      “Let us not get ahead of ourselves,” Andy warned. “Olivia has many responsibilities here that she cannot neglect. I am, also, not sure a woman ought to play in church, at least not too often,” he added.

      

      “I’m sure old Graves will be well enough to play next Sunday,” Olivia said. Frank scoffed, and Andy glowered at him. They ate their pie rather hurriedly, and Olivia played with her piece, as she was not really hungry anymore.

      

      Andy returned to the comfy chair by the fire and started stuffing his pipe with tobacco. Olivia cleared the table and carefully covered the leftover food. She washed the dishes, and when she returned to the sitting room, her brothers sat in silence.

      

      “How about a little music, before we go to bed?” Olivia said to break the tension. “Aunt Mary sent me a book of sacred songs, a recent publication — it’s quite wonderful.”

      

      They agreed, and Olivia sat in front of the piano. She opened the book and began playing. The book housed a delightful mixture of American folk songs and sacred songs.

      

      Aunt Mary was their late mother’s sister. She lived in Scottsdale, and they didn’t see each other nearly enough, in Olivia’s opinion. She sent Olivia books and music regularly, as her husband was a publisher, and she knew of Olivia’s love of reading and music. Andy didn’t approve of Mary, because she had run away from the man she was engaged to and married a divorced man instead.

      

      Aunt Mary had never been to the ranch, as Olivia’s father would never have allowed it. Olivia’s mother saw her sister only a few times after she married Roy Wagner. Mary had no children, and she loved Olivia like she was her own.

      

      Olivia had managed to convince her brother to allow her to see Aunt Mary in the past month, but only because Aunt Mary was gravely ill. During her visit, Mary had told Olivia that she regretted nothing in life, except not seeing her sister before she died. Life was too short for grudges and love should always be the answer. Olivia had held her and cried when she had to return home. But Mary wiped her tears away and told her not to pity her; her life had been well lived, she just had to take care of herself.

      

      “I wish I had your courage, darling Aunt Mary. You lived your life true to yourself in the face of scrutiny from others.”

      

      Aunt Mary had given her a journal of her mother’s. She had given it to her sister to keep the last time they met. Olivia still remembered her Aunt’s words: “Please guard it safely. When it is time you need to read it, you will know it. Keep it safe from prying eyes and above all from your brother, Andy. I am not so sure how much time I have left on this earth. This is for you to have, dear. It would be a way to get to know your sweet mother better.”  As Olivia had been so young when she lost her mother, she cherished every story about her and let other’s memories of her mother guide her into knowing her better.

      

      Olivia still hadn’t read the journal. It was laying at the bottom of her wooden chest in her room. She was afraid of tarnishing the image she had of her family, of her parents’ marriage.

      

      Mary had once mentioned that her mother had regretted marrying Olivia’s father. He was much older than she had been, and it had been her mother’s parents’ wish that they marry. She had chosen duty and family.

      

      What will I discover about mother if I read her journal? I am terrified of the truths that lie in there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc got up early, as he always did. He walked into the kitchen and began preparing coffee. As he boiled the water, he thought how much he missed the creature comforts of living with his parents, especially his mother's cooking.

      

      What I would give to wake up to the smell of mother’s homemade sausages and freshly made coffee, he mused. Going out to the day with a full stomach and returning home to a house that smelled like dinner, smelled like home. How I miss that...

      

      Marc had to prepare the ranch for the coming winter. Soon he would need to hire cowboys to help with gathering up the steers for sale. His father had usually hired the same cowboys every year, but they were getting old. Marc wondered what had happened to them, and if they still came to these parts.

      

      He finished making the coffee, and after a quick cup, he went to the stable. O’Leary sat in the stable, shoeing the light brown steed that Clarissa usually rode.

      

      “Good morning,” Marc said as he walked towards his black horse and stroked his mane.

      

      “Morning, son,” Seamus replied as he hammered the horseshoe with practiced hands. “I felt better after the tea your sister made; she may have found something she can make without burning,” he added with a crooked grin.

      

      “I will pass that on to her,” Marc replied with a chuckle. “I need to ride to town today to inquire about some cowboys to help with the steering,” Marc said. “Do you know what happened to Langston? I haven’t heard anything about him in a long while.”

      

      Langston was a cowboy that Marc had known almost all of his life. He roamed between the counties and took odd jobs here and there, never one for wanting to settle down. A true roaming cowboy...

      

      “Oh, he hasn’t been here in years,” Seamus replied as he began working on another leg on the horse. “Your father hired some traveling cowboys the past two years. The rumor is that Langston stole sheep from the Thorndike farm, up by the town limits, and has been on the run ever since.”

      

      “What? I can’t believe it!” Marc said astonished. “He was an honorable man, trustworthy.”

      

      “You know how the Thorndikes are. I wouldn’t put it past them to make something like that up,” Seamus said.

      

      “Well, I’m going to get some answers. Could you please finish shoeing my horse soon? I’m riding to town later,” Marc said as he left the stable.

      

      “You got it!” O’Leary called after him.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of burnt eggs greeted him as he walked back into the house. A far cry from the memory of this home as it once was. He entered the kitchen and noticed his sister putting a jug of milk on the kitchen table, her back to the stove.

      

      Why can my sister not be more focused? Her mind flutters like a bird in spring and how can she not smell that?

      

      “Good morning, Clarissa,” Marc said emphatically.

      

      Clarissa turned quickly to gaze at her brother. She rushed to the pan and removed the eggs from the fire. She looked nervously at her brother who had turned around.

      

      “It’s only a little burnt, I think?” she said hopefully, looking into the pan.

      

      “I’m sure it's fine,” he sighed as he walked to the kitchen table.

      

      Clarissa portioned the eggs on two plates and put bread and butter on the table. As Marc ate the disappointing breakfast, his mind wandered to Olivia. I must see her again. She is all I can think of. An angelic presence that has come to mesmerize me and wash away all my trepidation and apprehension.

      

      “O’Leary is shoeing my horse, and then later in the afternoon I will need to ride to town. As we’re meant to have supper with the Carters later, you will need to ride with me,” Marc said to his sister who was playing with her food. “You’ll need find something to occupy yourself while I attend to some business in town.”

      

      Clarissa looked at her brother with a slight scowl on her face. “I can ride to town on my own,” she said fiercely.

      

      “I don’t want you to ride alone,” Marc replied with equal determination.

      

      “Marc, I’m nineteen years old!” Clarissa retorted. “I don’t need to be coddled.”

      

      “This is not up for discussion!” he said with finality.

      

      Clarissa opened her mouth to object but stopped. She knew she couldn’t argue with him. “Fine,” she said coolly, getting up to clear the kitchen table.

      

      Marc sighed as he observed his sister. He didn’t know how to talk to her. He’d been away for so long, and she had changed so very much in that time. He still saw her as his little sister, not the young woman she was becoming.
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        * * *

      

      Later on, Clarissa sat on the porch outside the house, and as usual had a piece of paper and a pencil in her hands. She loved writing letters. This one was for her dearest friend, Beatrice Hendricks. Clarissa had met Beatrice five years ago when Beatrice stayed in Eloy to help out her aunt. They became instant friends, and after Beatrice left back to Florence, Arizona, they corresponded with each other, keeping the friendship strong.

      

      Clarissa was usually carrying a letter or two in her pockets, and she kept all of her treasured correspondence in a wooden chest in her room. She probably ought to spend more time concentrating on housework or cooking, but an empty piece of paper was too tempting. She could write a poem about the beautiful birdsong that woke her every morning, a letter with news to a dear friend, or even a love letter.

      

      Clarissa folded her letter and pocketed it as she heard Marc’s footstep. She got up and fastened her hat, tying a neat bow beneath her chin. As her brother lead the two horses carrying their carriage, she gave him a little bow and laughed heartily. Marc shook his head at her silliness, and then they were off. Clarissa was not one to hold a grudge, and her annoyance from this morning seemed long forgotten.

      

      The trip from the ranch to the town was not too long. The ride took longer, of course, with the carriage but Marc preferred to travel in this style when he took Clarissa along. He knew she was a fine rider but her fickle nature worried him, and he thought it was safer if he was responsible for her safety when traveling. It also gave her an opportunity to write, which he knew she loved to do.
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        * * *

      

      Marc parked the carriage and tied the reins to the hitching post. Clarissa jumped down from her seat before he could offer her his hand. She stood close by him, looking around.

      

      “You should stay here or at the General Store with William,” Marc said.

      

      “Oh, please can I go see Sarah?” Clarissa pleaded. “She will be at the church now.”

      

      “All right, but just for a little while. I will meet you at the General Store later,” he said after thinking for a moment.

      

      “Thank you!” Clarissa said. She was thrilled and she tipped on her toes to kiss him on the cheek. “I just need to pop into the post office to mail this letter to Beatrice, then I’ll go straight to Sarah.”

      

      Marc smiled fondly at her. Am I being too strict? he mused as he walked towards the town saloon, watching as Clarissa entered the post office. She was independent by nature and strong-willed.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked into the saloon. He knew that cowboys often stayed here and perhaps one of them would have some answers about Langston. The saloon was almost empty. At the bar, the owner, Mr. Martin, was polishing a glass. In one corner, a black-clad man sat with his hat covering his eyes. Marc did not recognize him. Slumped over another table was old Graves and Marc almost wanted to go and thank him, for without his drunkenness he would not have seen Olivia play at church.

      

      “If it isn’t Marc Payton,” Mr. Martin said as he recognized him.

      

      “Good day,” Marc said, tipping his hat.

      

      “What brings you here on this fine Monday?” Mr. Martin asked. “It’s mighty unusual.”

      

      “I have questions about Langston, the cowboy who used to work for my father,” Marc said.

      

      At that, the black-clad man turned his head slightly. “I haven’t seen Langston in quite a while,” Mr. Martin said thoughtfully. “Not for a few years, I believe.”

      

      “He was a good worker and proved helpful to my father. I heard a rumor that he’s on the run, do you know anything about that?” Marc asked.

      

      “Not much more than that. I heard he got in some sort of trouble up at the Thorndike Ranch and since then, no one’s heard from him,” Mr. Martin said.

      

      “Are you in need of a cowboy?” a gravelly voice spoke suddenly. Marc and Mr. Martin turned in the direction of the black-clad man who had finally looked up.

      

      “I might be,” Marc said warily. “And who might you be?”

      

      “They call me Red,” the stranger replied simply.

      

      “Red what?” Marc asked back.

      

      “Red’s fine,” he said with finality.

      

      “Why should I hire a man who has no last name?” Marc asked him.

      

      “My last name has nothing to do with my riding abilities, son,” Red replied, eyeing Marc shrewdly.

      

      “Fair point,” Marc said.

      

      “Marc, can I have a quick word?” Mr. Martin said gesturing for him to come closer. Marc turned away from Red and walked closer to the bar.

      

      “I would be mighty careful now, son. Cowboys like him are often times outlaws with a bounty on their head, and you could become an accomplice if he’s a wanted man found on your property,” Mr. Martin warned. Marc was about to reply when Red got up.

      

      “I’m riding out tonight, but I will be back in a few days. I’m a good worker, and I charge a fair price. If you’re still in need of a rider, you’ll find me around,” Red said, finishing his glass and tipping his hat as he left the saloon. He had a slight limp, and his bootstrap clanked with every other step as he dragged his leg.

      

      Marc left the saloon deep in thought, wondering about the man he had just met. He walked towards the General Store. As he neared, the door opened and the two Wagner brothers walked out.

      

      He looked around, wondering if Olivia was there as well. Andy Wagner walked past him, giving him a stiff nod of the head. The younger brother, Frank, stared at Marc for a moment before bidding him good day hastily, then hurrying after his older brother. Marc walked into the store, slightly disappointed when he realized that Olivia was not there.

      

      William Carter looked up from behind the counter as the door opened and beamed at Marc. “Good to see you, Marc,” William said.

      

      “You too,” Marc replied. “Where is Clarissa? I told her to meet me here.”

      

      “Don’t you worry. She went to the house with Sylvia to help her with supper,” William assured him. “They just left a moment ago.”

      

      “Good, good. I just worry about her,” Marc said.

      

      “You’re a good brother, Marc,” William said kindly. “Now I just need to close up here and then we can get going.”

      

      Marc helped William close up, just like he’d done when he was younger. The Carters had been a big part of his family when he was growing up. William and his father had been close friends for many years, and whenever Marc went into town with his father, they stopped at the store.

      

      The Carters were beloved in the town. They had no children, as their only son died in infancy. But they adored children, and the children of the town adored them.

      

      William was a short man with a great, white mustache that he combed carefully every morning. He had a large protruding belly and his eyes crinkled from years of smiling at his customers. Sylvia was slightly taller than her husband, very slim, and always wore her hair in a high bun.

      

      She was one of the ladies in the church society that managed various events for the church, like the yearly bake-sale; her delicious pies always sold out first.

      

      Once they finished closing up, they walked the short way to the Carters’ residence. As they neared, the dog, Tufty, bounced up and down when he saw his owner arriving.

      

      “Get down, boy,” William said as he pushed the dog away. Tufty leapt over to Marc and licked his hand. Marc stroked his head and scratched him behind the ears. A delicious smell greeted them as they walked into the house.

      

      “Sylvia, I’m home,” William called.

      

      Sylvia appeared in her white apron with Clarissa at her heel. “Hello Marc, dear,” she said. “Go and rest while Clarissa and I finish dinner,” she smiled at the two of them.

      

      Marc followed William into the sitting parlor, where the latter poured them whiskey. They sat in the chairs. “I met the strangest man at the saloon before,” Marc said as he settled in the comfortable chair.

      

      “What were you doing at the saloon on a Monday?” William asked surprised.

      

      “I was looking for information about Langston, the cowboy who used to work for my father. This man was a very peculiar cowboy, who only goes by the name Red,” Marc said.

      

      “Well, the strangest folk cross through this town of ours,” William said.

      

      “I will need cowboys soon, but I worry I’m too late hiring,” Marc confessed.

      

      “You’re not too late. Right around this time, the town will be filling up with people looking for work,” William assured him.

      

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Marc said.

      

      “You’re a good rancher Marc. As long as you lead with conviction and trust your instincts, you’ll be fine,” William said.

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      “Is there anything else on your mind, son?” William asked as Marc looked contemplatively into his glass.

      

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about young Olivia Wagner,” Marc said, still staring at the amber liquid in his glass. “I would like to get to know her better.” William didn’t say anything but looked thoughtfully at Marc.

      

      “You’re quiet,” Marc said looking at William.

      

      “The Wagner boys, Andy, in particular, have inherited your families’ old feud, I’m afraid. Since Roy Wagner died they have become more reclusive; they hardly ever come to town, except for bare necessities, and for church, of course,” William said.

      

      Could William be right? The last time we met, they were cordial, prayed, and gave their condolences at Mother and Father’s funeral. Are they still harboring the old rivalry? They are conservative, that’s for sure, and more pious than I am, but I am not ready to give up. Not at all.

      

      “I think I will have a talk with Andy Wagner soon,” Marc said with confidence. “We can’t let the past control our future.”

      

      At his words, Sylvia walked into the parlor. “Dinner is ready, gentlemen.”

      

      They sat at the kitchen table with the delicious smell of steak-pie, beans, baked vegetables, and freshly baked bread ensnared their senses. Marc tried to contain himself so as not gorge on the food, but Sylvia chuckled as she filled his plate. Marc savored the first bite, enjoying the pleasant taste, and soon Sylvia was giving him third helpings.

      

      “I think Clarissa ought to come by more often,” Sylvia said as the chatter about cattle died away. “I could teach her to make my famous pie,” she added with a knowing smile.

      

      “Oh, that would be wonderful, wouldn’t it, Marc?” Clarissa said, looking hopeful at her brother.

      

      “Yes…” Marc replied. “But you know I don’t like riding on your own to town,” he added, causing the hopeful look on his sister's face to falter slightly.

      

      “Come now, son, she’s nearly twenty,” William said.

      

      “What do you say about if she comes twice a week and helps us around the store. Then she rides in daylight, and you can join us for dinner and ride with her back home?” Sylvia suggested.

      

      “And who knows, perhaps this would help you find a wife,” Sylvia teased. “You won’t meet anyone cooped up on that ranch. At least this way you have to ride to town more often.”

      

      “Stop this, Sylvia,” William admonished his wife. “Marc will find a wife when he is ready.”

      

      Marc smiled gratefully at William. The ladies from the church society had not stopped mentioning his lack of a wife since he returned from San Francisco.

      

      “Alright,” Marc finally said. “Should we say the day after tomorrow?”

      

      “Excellent!” William said.

      

      “Thank you,” Clarissa said, her face filled with gratitude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Olivia!” a voice bellowed outside. “Olivia!” Andy Wagner called again.

      

      Olivia Wagner was sitting at the piano, completely immersed in the music. She had her eyes closed, as she knew the music by heart, and her arms swayed with the movement of the melody. Schumann was her absolute favorite composer. The music spoke to her very core, as if he had somehow written the piece especially for her. Her long, elegant fingers skidded gracefully up and down the keyboard, and she was one with the harmony.

      

      “Olivia!” Andy called, yet again, this time closer to the house.

      

      The music stopped abruptly and hurried footsteps could be heard running outside. Andy stood outside the house, carrying a large hammer, the one he used to secure the pegs of their fence. He saw a blonde figure appear at the front door, running towards him.

      

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” Olivia said.

      

      “Olivia!” he said exasperatedly. “You mustn’t let your head get swept up to the clouds.”

      

      “Oh, I was completely engulfed with my playing, I really am sorry,” Olivia said, looking away from her brother.

      

      “When will you leave to see your young friend, Katie?” Andy asked, a slight edge to his voice.

      

      “Very soon,” Olivia replied, guiltily. She was going to see her good friend Katie Wetherby, whose mother was the town’s seamstress, but she’d completely lost track of time as she was playing the Schumann sonata.

      

      “You better get going. You should not be riding home in the dark,” Andy said.

      

      “You’re right, I will go at once,” Olivia replied.

      

      Olivia hurried back into the house and gathered up her sewing bag and a pie she had made. She put on her riding jacket and tied the bow of her hat tightly beneath her chin. When she walked outside again, Andy had brought her horse out from the stable.

      

      “Thank you,” she said, giving him a dazzling smile.

      

      “You be careful now,” Andy said helping her up on her horse. “And remember…”

      

      “To ride home before sunset,” Olivia finished. “I know.”

      

      “All right then,” he smiled.

      

      Olivia kicked the horse softly and it got moving. Turning her head, she saw her brother stand watching her ride away. She knew he would stand and watch her until she was out of sight.

      

      She rode across the fields, and as she made a slight turn, she could hear the river that ran between the two ranches. She often sat by it, in a secluded clearing above her home, reading the latest novel her Aunt Mary had sent her. I believe the time has come for mother’s journal. I need to know what she would say to me.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia slowed down as she rode into the main town street. She rode past the church and the Carters’ General Store, past the saloon, which she’d never gone inside, and past the post office. She hoped she would receive a parcel from dear Aunt Mary soon; she’d promised to send her a new book in her last letter. Finally, she rounded a corner to the Wetherby home. She tied her gentle horse to a hitching post and stroked its head sweetly.

      

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” she whispered to the horse. She walked into the house, causing a tingle from the bell above the entrance door.

      

      A round-looking woman, with dark hair tied in a tight bun, wearing a long prairie skirt, and a high buttoned shirt with detailed embroidery on the neck and sleeves, looked up from the small wooden stool she sat at, with pins in her mouth and a measuring tape in her hand.

      

      “Hello dear,” she said with her mouth half-closed so as to not drop the pins. “Katie’s in the back,” she said, gesturing to the end of the shop with her head.

      

      “Why, Miss Wagner, what an honor it is!” said a man standing in front of Mrs. Wetherby, who was measuring his trouser leg.

      

      “Oh, Mr. Thorndike,” Olivia said. “How very nice to see you.”

      

      Webster Thorndike was her old music teacher. He taught her piano and organ when she was younger, before her father died. Now he lived on a farm on the outskirts of the county with his wife, Alice. He was an eccentric man, but Olivia had always liked him.

      

      “I heard you playing at church on Sunday,” he said kindly. “You were wonderful!”

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Thorndike,” Olivia said her cheeks growing red. “I owe it all to your excellent guidance.”

      

      “Well, I don’t know about that; you play as if you’ve been touched by an angel, I’d say,” Webster said.

      

      “You’re too kind,” Olivia replied, feeling awkward because of his praise. “I brought you pie, Mrs. Wetherby,” she said, mostly to change the subject, going to her bag to bring out the cloth-covered pie.

      

      “Oh, Olivia, you shouldn’t have,” Mrs. Wetherby said gratefully, dropping a few pins as she spoke.

      

      “I’ll leave it at the back,” Olivia said.

      

      At that, Katie Wetherby, Olivia’s closest friend, appeared in the doorway at the back of the shop.

      

      “I thought I heard your voice,” she said with a huge smile.

      

      “You girls get sewing now,” Mrs. Wetherby said, forestalling Webster from continuing to speak with Olivia.

      

      “Yes, ma’am,” Olivia said, hiding her grin at the look of disappointment on Mr. Thorndike’s face.

      

      They walked to the back, into the workroom, arm in arm. Olivia didn’t have many friends, as she spent most of her time at the ranch, but Katie had been her closest confidant since Olivia could remember. They helped out in the church whenever they could, and now they were finishing a quilt for the Green family, a desperately poor family with five children that lived outside the town in a small shack.

      

      Katie fetched a basket underneath the big table and brought out the quilt they were half-finished with. They were making it from scraps of material from their homes and cutouts from Mrs. Wetherby. The pattern on the quilt was a medallion, with a flying geese border. They didn’t have the same color for the entire border, but Katie had managed to embroider the off-color squares, which made for an attractive feature.

      

      Olivia was a fine sewer, but Katie was a true artist with a needle. Olivia opened her bag and pulled out the squares she had been working on at home.

      

      “Oh, these look lovely Olivia,” Katie exclaimed.

      

      “I’m not as talented as you are,” Olivia said, regarding the delicate embroidery on Katie’s squares.

      

      “Hush now, you’re too humble,” Katie said with a smile. “What I would give to cook the way you do or play the piano. When I play it’s as if my fingers are battling each other, and the sound is the battle cry from the piano,” she finished with a laugh.

      

      Olivia laughed with her, and when they started laughing it was difficult to stop. Finally, their laughter died out, and Olivia wiped tears from her eyes.

      

      “I think we will make good progress today,” Olivia said stroking over the quilt, finding an end to begin sewing.

      

      “Not too fast. I like your company too much, my dear friend,” Katie smiled at her friend.

      

      Katie was very similar to Olivia in appearance. They were the same height, and Katie was slim like Olivia was. The main difference was that Katie had light brown hair that she usually kept in a braid and although Katie was a pretty girl, she paled in comparison to Olivia. Katie always had a twinkle in her eye, had a quick tongue, and more often than not the two girls sat together unable to stop giggling.

      

      “I need to be careful not to stay out too late,” Olivia said as she pulled the needle through the soft material. “You know Andy doesn’t want me to ride alone in the dark.”

      

      “Yes, you could meet a tall, handsome cowboy who would whisk you off your feet,” Katie said jokingly.

      

      But at her joke, a clear image of Marc Payton was conjured up in her mind. She blushed at the image and focused on her needlework.

      

      “Why are you blushing? My silly jokes usually make you laugh not blush,” Katie asked, curiously.

      

      Olivia looked at her friend, biting her lip, wondering if she ought to talk about it. She stood up to peer out the door to the store, making sure Mrs. Wetherby wasn’t in earshot. She pushed the door almost completely close and turned around to face Katie again.

      

      “What’s going on?” Katie asked, looking excited.

      

      “Last Sunday, at church,” Olivia said very quietly, “Marc Payton was looking at me…” her voice trailed off, and she looked embarrassed.

      

      “He was looking at you?” Katie asked.

      

      “Oh, maybe I’m being silly,” Olivia apologized.

      

      “No, no, please tell more,” Katie said.

      

      “When I was playing, he was there, in the church. I hadn’t seen him since he came back, and… He’s very handsome,” Olive giggled.

      

      “And??” Katie asked excitedly.

      

      “And he, well I looked up when pastor Ruggles began his sermon, and he was looking at me intently. When I peeked a glance in his direction again, he was still watching me,” she finished somewhat dreamily, thinking about his piercing green eyes.

      

      “How romantic!” Katie replied. Olivia smiled at the memory.

      

      “Did he speak with you?” Katie asked after a short silence.

      

      “No!” Olivia said startled at the thought. “I would never talk to him, at least not around Andy.”

      

      “Why not?” Katie asked exasperatedly.

      

      “You know why; I can’t disrespect my family like that!” Olivia replied.

      

      “But Olivia, that was years and years ago. You weren’t even born when it happened,” Katie said.

      

      “That doesn’t matter. You know how important it was to my father, and how important this is to Andy,” Olivia replied, sadly. “My father could never forgive the Paytons for their accusation. They never had any proof, only nasty allegations… At least that’s how Andy tells me it was. Father never talked to me about this,” Olivia said. The two girls sewed in silence for a while, Olivia deep in thought.

      

      When Marc looked at me, I felt as if I had been dropped into one of my romance novels. I felt a tingle inside, and his eyes were piercing...

      

      “How did it feel when you saw him looking at you,” Katie said as if she’d read her mind.

      

      Olivia giggled and thought about the warmth of the blush that she’d felt when she noticed him looking at her. “It felt like he could only see me, and no one else,” Olivia said.

      

      “I wish something like that would happen to me,” Katie sighed.

      

      “Your very own tall, handsome cowboy,” Olivia joked.

      

      “If only,” Katie said with a mock sigh. “Can you image my mother’s reaction if someone as handsome as Marc Payton came to whisk me off my feet? She would probably demand to go with us,” Katie said, grumpily.

      

      Olive burst out laughing, and Katie laughed with her. The door to the workroom opened, and Mrs. Wetherby walked in, and they stopped laughing at once.

      

      “Girls!” she exclaimed. “You will never finish the quilt at the rate you’re sewing now!”

      

      “I’m sorry, Mother,” Katie said.

      

      “Sorry, Mrs. Wetherby,” Olivia said.

      

      “Now hurry up girls, Olivia will soon need to leave,” Mrs. Wetherby said sternly.

      

      “Yes ma’am,” they both said.

      

      Mrs. Wetherby left the room, muttering something about girls and giggling on her way back. Katie and Olivia picked up the pace and sewed one square after another.

      

      “I think we will finish the quilt the next time you come over,” Katie said, observing their progress.

      

      “I hope so,” Olivia said, “I want to get this to the Greens before it starts getting too cold. I can’t bear the thought of all those children in that cold shack.”

      

      “I know,” Katie said. “If we both finish the border squares at home, we should be able to finish it next time.”

      

      “Good idea!”

      

      “You should get going now,” Katie said, looking out of the window to the sky. “It will be dark soon.”

      

      “You’re right,” Olivia said. “I will be back in two days.”

      

      They began clearing the table. Katie divided the border squares and gave half to Olivia, who put it in her bag with her sewing kit. Katie gently folded the quilt and returned it to the basket, under the table. The two friends hugged each other.

      

      “Have a safe ride home, and send all tall, handsome cowboys in my direction,” Katie laughed.

      

      “Only the very best deserve you, my darling friend,” Olivia said laughing. “Not some unruly cowboys.”

      

      They hugged again and bade each other goodbye. Olivia walked to the store end, where Mrs. Wetherby was cutting fabric with large silver scissors. “I hope you girls made some progress with the quilt,” she said, admonishingly.

      

      “We did,” Olivia smiled sweetly. “We will finish it soon.”

      

      “That’s good,” she grinned. “Have a safe journey home.”

      

      Olivia left the Wetherby home with a tinkle of the bell above the door. She walked to her horse, which was lazily eating grass. She untied the reigns from the hatching post and secured her bag to the saddle before she pulled herself on top of the horse. She gently pushed her heels into the horse’s side and began riding on the road out of town.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Olivia slowed down as she entered the farmyard. Andy was inside the stable, pitchforking hay. She jumped off the horse and led it into the stable. She removed the saddle and reins, stroking the horse’s mane as she guided it into the stall, then hurried inside to begin preparing dinner.

      

      The stew simmered lazily on the stove, and she cut bread into equal size pieces. As the food cooked, she sat down and continued her needlework on the border squares.

      

      Soon after, Andy came in looking tired. He slumped down onto the chair in the sitting room and began stuffing his pipe with tobacco. Both Olivia and Andy looked up as they heard the front door open. Frank walked in, taking off his hat and looking tired.

      

      “Where have you been?” Andy asked sternly.

      

      “I was out riding,” Frank replied, sitting down at the kitchen table. “It smells wonderful,” he smiled at his sister.

      

      “Thank you, dear, dinner is almost ready,” Olivia said sweetly.

      

      “Where were you riding?” Andy persisted. “And for so long?”

      

      Frank looked at the floor for a moment, then at his brother. “I thought I heard a coyote, so I rode much farther than I had anticipated,” he finally said.

      

      “Did you find it?” Andy asked.

      

      “No, nothing,” Frank said with an odd look.

      

      “Dinner’s ready,” Olivia said as she put away her sewing and walked to the kitchen. Frank sure is behaving strangely, Olivia thought, but didn’t want to speculate. He was probably just hungry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia stood in the kitchen preparing lunch for her brothers. They were riding out today and would not be able to come home for lunch. She had cut pieces of ham, bread, and cheese and placed into a cloth. She was filling their water-canteens when Andy walked into the kitchen fully dressed to leave.

      

      “Good morning, Olivia,” Andy said. “I wanted to ask you to prepare food for Frank and I…” his voice trailed off as he noticed the cloth packages on the table.

      

      “I knew you two would be riding long today,” she said with a smile.

      

      “Thank you, dear,” Andy said pleased. “You surely do think of everything.”

      

      “Thank you,” she replied taking a short moment to prepare her next words. “Since I will ride to town to finish the quilt today, I have been wondering if I should not also bring the Green family food when Katie and I bring the quilt? A loaf of bread, a little jam and perhaps a bit of cheese?” Olivia asked.

      

      “Why that is an excellent idea!” Andy said, his chest swelling with pride. “Your gentle soul is a blessing on this land.”

      

      “I’m glad you agree, the thought of those children being cold and hungry makes my bones shake,” Olivia said sadly.

      

      “We will pray for them tonight,” Andy said solemnly. Olivia nodded and handed Andy the food she had prepared.

      

      As it was still quite early, she would not ride to town just yet. Olivia had planned to sit out in the sun and finish her final squares for the quilt. As her brothers rode away, she waved them and walked into the quiet house. She walked into her room to fetch her sewing bag, opening her wooden chest, and underneath her sewing bag was her mother’s journal. She had still had not read it.

      

      I will not have an opportunity like this soon. The Lord only knows what would happen if Andy found this book. I want to read it. Or should I perhaps not? Her heart hammered in her chest; she made up her mind and took the journal.

      

      She walked out of her room and looked around. If, for whatever reason, Andy returned, she would not have time to hide the journal. She decided to go to the river.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked back towards the house. He’d been out in the field all morning, securing and replacing the fence posts and he desperately wanted coffee. As he neared the house, he heard a loud cough from outside the log cabin.

      

      He put down the heavy sledgehammer and walked towards the sound. He turned around the corner of the cabin and saw O’Leary hunched over, heaving over from the violent coughs.

      

      “Seamus!” Marc bellowed and hurried to him. Seamus tried to quell the cough but was unable to. Marc guided him towards the nearest barrel, where he sat down unsteadily.

      

      “That’s it, I’m riding to town to fetch Doc Bourne,” Marc said.

      

      “No, no…” Seamus said hoarsely. “No, please, I don’t want no doctor.”

      

      Marc observed him. Seamus looked terrified of the prospect of seeing a doctor. “Well, you will rest for today, and I will see what remedies William has at the store,” Marc said to the relieved Seamus.

      

      “But,” he emphasized, “you will see Doc Bourne if this continues.”

      

      “Yes, all right then,” Seamus said.

      

      “Now rest,” Marc said. He helped him walk to the log cabin where Seamus stayed and returned to the house.

      

      I will need a new worker if Seamus does not get well soon. What if this is more serious than he is making it out to be? Why did he sound terrified of Doc Bourne? Marc wiped his forehead and walked into the house. He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table.
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        * * *

      

      “Clarissa!” Marc called.

      

      “Yes,” Clarissa replied from the stable.

      

      “I will ride with you to town today,” he said as he walked into the stable.

      

      His sister stood, dressed to ride, and was combing her horse’s mane. “Oh, really?” she said looking puzzled. Does he really not trust me to ride on my own? Will he ever stop coddling me? She stopped combing and looked resolutely at him. “Am I still staying with Sylvia again today?” she asked.

      

      “What?” Marc asked back, confused. “Yes, of course,” he said. “You made a promise, Clarissa. Are you having second thoughts about this arrangement?” he asked her seriously.

      

      “No!” she said quickly. “I just thought since you’re riding with me…”

      

      “Oh… I understand,” Marc said as he realized what she was misunderstanding. “No, I need medicine for O’Leary. He has a persistent cough that I’m beginning to worry about.”

      

      “Oh, how terrible,” Clarissa said, covering her mouth with her hand. “I will make more tea for him. Do you think it would help him?”

      

      “That’s a good idea. I will get the horses ready, and you hurry along and brew the tea.”

      

      “Yes, I’ll get right to it,” Clarissa replied with a smile as she ran inside the house.

      

      Marc grabbed the saddle and reins and began saddling Clarissa’s horse. By the time he finished saddling his horse, Clarissa had returned to the stable.

      

      “I made him a full pitcher of tea. It should soothe his cough, at least a little,” Clarissa said, her cheeks rosy from running back to the stable.

      

      “Good, good,” Marc said. “Well let’s get going then.” They mounted their horses and began riding to town.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat at her absolute favorite spot in the entire world, in a small enclosure by the river. It was a perfect place to read and relax. The soft rustle of the river was calming, and the large branches sheltered her from the hot sun. She regarded the leather-bound journal and stroked a finger over the spine.  She opened the book and began reading.

      

      “...Mary dearest gave me this wonderful journal for my birthday. I could not believe it. My very own journal! She told me to keep it away from mother, as if she needed to point that out! Right now I feel awfully wicked, as I should be collecting vegetables but instead I snuck out to write. But my darling sister, Mary, left for her journey and I miss her already. This journal will always make me think of her...”

      

      Olivia closed the journal and held it close to her heart. She had tears in her eyes, and she felt such a strong connection with her mother. Seeing her handwriting and reading about her missing her sister felt so foreign, yet so familiar.

      

      Oh, Mother, how I miss you…She walked back towards the house, thoughts of her mother swimming around in her head. She took her mother’s journal and put it at the bottom of her wooden chest, making sure to cover it completely.

      

      She grabbed the bag with food that she had prepared for the Greens and put on her riding jacket and hat. She made sure the bag with food and her sewing bag were both securely fastened before she rode out into the sunshine.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia slowed down her horse and guided him to the hitching post nearest Katie’s house. She jumped off and tied the reins to the post.

      

      She took her bags and walked to the Wetherby house.

      

      “Hi, Olivia dear,” Mrs. Wetherby said kindly as Olivia walked in.

      

      “Hello, Mrs. Wetherby. I hope you are well?” Olivia said.

      

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Mrs. Wetherby said, but Olivia thought she looked rather pale.

      

      “Hello, Olivia!” Katie said happily as she appeared out from the back room.

      

      The two friends hugged and walked into the back room. Katie had already put the quilt on the table, and they sat down and began sewing at once.

      

      “You seem distracted today,” Katie said concernedly after they had been sewing in silence for a little while.

      

      “I do?” Olivia said, putting down her sewing needle.

      

      “What is it?” Katie asked. “You know you can trust me.”

      

      “Do you remember when I went to visit my Aunt Mary?” Olivia asked.

      

      “Yes, of course.”

      

      “Well, Aunt Mary gave me a journal just as I was about to leave,” Olivia continued.

      

      “A journal? What kind of journal… Who’s journal?” Katie asked rapidly.

      

      “My mother’s,” Olivia answered softly, her voice barely audible.

      

      “Your mother’s?” Katie exclaimed.

      

      “Shush, no one can know,” Olivia said, nervously looking at the door to the front room.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Katie said lowering her voice. “What is written in this journal?”

      

      “I only began reading today. I haven’t…” Olivia’s voice trailed off for a moment. “Aunt Mary said some things to me, before.”

      

      “About what?”

      

      “About my mother, about how she had regretted marrying my father,” Olivia said with tears in her eyes.

      

      “Oh, my darling friend,” Katie said, dropping her sewing on the table and taking Olivia in her arms.

      

      “And did she write that…” Katie said, not wanting to say the words out loud.

      

      “I don’t know. I only read a few pages,” Olivia said. “She has my handwriting, or rather, I have hers.” Olivia smiled. “I felt more connected to her than I can ever remember. She was my age when she wrote it.”

      

      “What a treasure it is,” Katie said as she retook her seat.

      

      They sat in silence for a while and sewed. The pile of unsewn border squares reduced rapidly.

      

      “Have you seen your admirer lately?” Katie said after a long silence.

      

      Olivia was pulled from her daydreaming about her mother’s journal and burst out laughing. “No, I haven’t,” Olivia said. How fortunate I am to have such a friend. No one can quite make me laugh or feel better like Katie can!
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        * * *

      

      “We are finished!” Katie said with triumph.

      

      They beamed at each other, holding out the finished quilt. The red medallion in the center was beautiful, and the embroidery on the off-color border squares gave the quilt a unique, pretty appearance.

      

      “It’s beautiful,” Olivia said proudly. “We should take it to the Green family right away, should we not?”

      

      “Yes!” Katie said excitedly. “It’s not too late; if we ride out now, we should be back before sundown.”

      

      They smiled at each other and folded the quilt gently. Katie produced a burlap sack which they put the quilt inside and tied a string around it. They walked out to the front room, Katie holding her jacket and hat.

      

      “I will fetch my horse,” Katie said.

      

      Olivia walked outside, attached a bag of food and the burlap on her saddle, and jumped onto her horse. She guided the horse in front of the house and saw Mrs. Wetherby talking to her daughter.

      

      “You two be careful now,” Mrs. Wetherby said. “I’m not too fond of you riding out so far by yourself.”

      

      “We will be perfectly all right mother,” Katie said, rolling her eyes, so only Olivia noticed.

      

      “We will,” Olivia echoed.

      

      Olivia and Katie turned their horses around and began riding slowly out the main street. They had barely made it out towards the church when a loud scream pierced the sky. They turned around and saw Mrs. Wetherby on the ground clutching her arm. They turned the horses around and jumped off. Katie ran towards her mother and Olivia followed.

      

      “What happened?” Olivia asked.

      

      “I tripped,” Mrs. Wetherby said through gritted teeth. People were gathering, as the Wetherby house was close to the main street and her scream had been quite loud.

      

      “Oh mother,” Katie said worriedly. “Where are you hurt?”

      

      “It’s my arm,” Mrs. Wetherby said, wincing as she tried to move her right arm, which looked like it could be broken.

      

      “You need to see Doctor Bourne,” Olivia said, crouching in front of her.

      

      “I will go and fetch him,” Katie said, getting up. “He’s close by.”  Olivia helped Mrs. Wetherby stand up and gently guided her towards a bench in front of the house. Soon Katie returned with Doctor Bourne.

      

      “Well now, what happened here?” he said as he approached Olivia and Mrs. Wetherby.

      

      “She fell,” Olivia said as Doc Bourne bent down and gently took Mrs. Wetherby’s arm in his hands. She gasped with pain at the slight touch.

      

      “Oh dear, I’m afraid it’s broken, Molly,” he said to Mrs. Wetherby. “Come now; I will set your arm at my office,” he said standing up. “It’s not far.” He offered her his arm and together they walked back the way Doc Bourne had come.

      

      “I need to go with her,” Katie said, her face full of worry.

      

      “Of course,” Olivia said reassuringly.

      

      “But what about the quilt?” Katie said. “And all the food you brought!”

      

      “Oh, what should I do?” Olivia said. “I don’t want the food to spoil.”

      

      “Perhaps, if we wait until Doc Bourne has set mother’s arm, we’ll still have time to go out there” Katie said.

      

      “No, of course not. She will need you to take care of her,” Olivia protested. “Don’t you worry. Go to your mother; I will figure out a way,” Olivia said resolutely.

      

      “Just promise me you won’t ride alone,” Katie said seriously.

      

      “I promise…” Olivia began.

      

      “Perhaps, I can be of assistance,” a deep voice said suddenly.

      

      Olivia turned around and saw Marc Payton walking towards Katie and her, holding the horses' reins. In her hurry to go to Mrs. Wetherby she had completely forgotten about the horses.

      

      Her eyes were the size of saucers as she stared at Marc. She felt the blush creep up her chest and her heart beat fast inside her ribcage. He is even more handsome up close, and boy, oh boy, is he tall!

      

      “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Katie said, a huge grin on her face. “Wouldn’t it be, Olivia?”

      

      “I’m sorry?” Olivia said confused. “What?”

      

      “Marc here just offered assistance,” Katie said gleefully.

      

      “Where are you riding to, Miss?” Marc asked politely.

      

      “To the Green family, just outside of town,” Katie replied.

      

      “Oh, yes, I know where they live,” Marc replied. He only had eyes for Olivia.

      

      Olivia looked at Katie and then back at Marc. She had not been prepared to see him.

      

      Oh my, he is handsome, and he wants to ride with me. Andy would not approve, not at all. What will people think?

      

      Thoughts swirled around in her head. But then the image of the Green children appeared in her mind. She was not sure she when she would be able to go to them if not today.

      

      “That would be most kind of you, sir,” Olivia said politely to Marc, her heart beating fast.

      

      “Perfect; after you, miss,” Marc replied with a tip of his hat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc couldn’t believe it. What fortune this trip had turned out to bring. Now he rode next to Olivia Wagner. They had ridden in silence for a while and Marc made sure not to ride to close to her. She is even more beautiful up close. I wish I could gently stroke her hair from her lovely face.

      

      “Thank you for accompanying me,” Olivia said suddenly. “I really do appreciate it.”

      

      “No thanks are required, miss,” Marc said. “It is an honor to ride with you.” He noticed her faint blush, and he smiled to himself. “What is it you are bringing to the Green family?” he asked.

      

      “Food and a quilt that we, Katie Wetherby and I, sewed,” Olivia answered politely than added. “The poor Greens have been unfortunate in their life, and whatever I can do to help, I will do.”

      

      “They are lucky to benefit from your kindness,” Marc said.

      

      “We should all strive to be kind to our neighbors, especially those who have been less fortuitous in life.  I believe there is kindness in all of us,” Olivia said. “No one is of pure evil, only lost in their way.”

      

      “That was beautiful; you speak with grace,” he said, riding closer to her.

      

      “Oh, I’m no poet,” Olivia dismissed shyly. They rode past the more affluent houses in the town, where most of the wealthier townsfolk lived. The road narrowed and the grass became taller as the rode away from the main rode.

      

      “I wanted to thank you for your delightful playing at church the other day,” Marc said to change the subject.

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia smiled, and Marc felt as if an electric current ran through him at the sight of it.

      

      “Do you play often?”

      

      “I mostly play the piano,” she said. "Only recreationally, when time allows,” she added.

      

      “It would be a blessing for the whole town if we were to get to hear you play more,” he said kindly.

      

      Olivia smiled at him again and then looked forward. They were riding on a small road now and had to guide the horses precisely through the tall grass. They turned near a large rock, and in the distance, they saw the Greens’ shack.

      

      It was a small wooden house, not much larger than a tool shed, Marc thought. As they approached the house, they noticed a woman hanging washing on a lopsided clothesline, holding a young child on her hip. She looked up as they neared.

      

      Olivia jumped off her horse, and Marc followed. He led the horse to a fence post and tied the reins. Olivia walked to the woman, who looked frightened and clutched the child close to her.

      

      “Good afternoon,” Olivia said. “My name is Olivia Wagner.”

      

      The woman looked at her nervously before she extended her arm. “Violet Green,” she replied.

      

      “Violet, it’s nice to see you,” Olivia said smiling as she took her hand.

      

      Marc sauntered towards the two women. “Good day ma’am,” he said tipping his hat. “My name is Marc Payton.” He extended his arm, but Violet looked nervously around before she shook his hand quickly, pulling her hand back to support the child.

      

      “And who is this beauty?” Marc said kindly to the small child, who looked at him curiously.

      

      “That’s Rosie,” Violet said, a small smile breaking out as she regarded her daughter. Marc heard a sound behind him. He turned around to see three young children looking at him. “And who might you be?” he asked.

      

      “That’s Michael, Mary-Beth, and Dolores,” Violet said, her voice slightly less nervous.

      

      “Pleased to meet y’all,” Marc said tipping the children his hat. The two girls, who looked to be around six or seven years old, giggled. The younger boy stared in awe at Marc.

      

      “I brought your family a quilt,” Olivia said kindly to Violet.

      

      “That’s very kind you,” Violet said bowing her head.

      

      “Why don’t you go inside,” Violet said to her children, “I will make you some coffee.”

      

      “Thank you very much,” Olivia said. “I will go and fetch the quilt.”

      

      Marc stayed by the house, not wanting to go inside without Olivia. He felt the children looked far too thin and the nervous look on Mrs. Green’s face made him suspicious.

      

      Olivia arrived back to the porch with the two parcels, and together the two of them went inside the small house. Marc had to stop himself from gasping when he saw the inside. The shack was almost as cold as the outside, with a small stove, one bed, two cots, and a run-down table and two chairs, one of which was uneven. A strong smell of alcohol permeated the tiny house. Violet began heating water. Olivia took the quilt from the canvas bag and walked towards the bed.

      

      “Why don’t you two girls help me?” she asked Mary-Beth and Dolores. The girls nodded enthusiastically and helped Olivia place the quilt over the bed. They stroked over the medallion pattern in awe.

      

      “Mama, Mama, look at the beautiful kilt,” the younger looking girl said to her mother.

      

      “Quilt, Mary-Beth, not kilt,” Violet said to her daughter, gently correcting her. She walked closer to the bed and looked at the quilt. Tears filled her eyes as she gently stroked over the medallion.

      

      “Oh, it’s…” her voice broke off. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      

      “It was my pleasure to make it,” Olivia said kindly, taking Violet’s hand in her own.

      

      At her touch, Violet flinched but did not remove her hand from Olivia’s. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I will cherish it forever.”

      

      Olivia smiled at Violet, tears in her eyes. “I also have food,” Olivia said, standing up. “Only a little.”

      

      She grabbed the other bag, and Violet stood, wiping her tears away and finished making the coffee. The children huddled around Olivia as she picked up the food from the bag.

      

      The Green family was seldom at church, and Olivia could count on the fingers on one hand the times she had seen Violet and her herd of children. They were impoverished, that was well known, and the trip to town was long on foot. The church tried to help them with clothes and food, but there was only so much they could do.

      

      “I brought bread,” she said putting two large loaves on the table. “Cheese,” she put the cloth-covered cheese on the table. “A little ham,” she produced a small parcel with string from the bag. “And some jam,” she said finally taking out two jam jars.

      

      The children stared wide-eyed at the food and Violet looked astounded. “This is too much,” she said.

      

      “Look, Mama,” said the little boy. “Jam!”

      

      Violet looked like she was going to cry again.

      

      “I don’t know what to say,” Violet said.

      

      “Well, I think a good cup of coffee is next on the agenda,” Marc said to break the tension.

      

      “Yes, of course,” Violet said quickly and poured coffee in three mugs.

      

      They were sitting and enjoying the coffee when the door opened and a boy, about thirteen years old, walked inside. He looked surprised to see all the people sitting in the house.

      

      “This is my oldest, Joshua,” Violet said proudly.

      

      “Good afternoon,” Joshua said, his voice determined.

      

      “Afternoon, son,” Marc said.

      

      “Joshua, Joshua,” the small boy said running to his brother. “Look it, they bring jam,” he said happily pointing to the table.

      

      Joshua picked up the boy and smiled affectionately at him. Marc smiled as the three girls all flocking towards their older brother. Suddenly a thud at the door startled all of them. The children fell silent at once, and Violet became as white as a sheet.

      

      “Oh, it’s my…” she said, frightened and stood up to clear the food rapidly into the bag again. “It’s my husband,” she finished, looking terrified at the door.

      

      “He won’t be pleased with guests or chari… He does not want pity,” she said.

      

      Marc looked over at Olivia who looked apprehensive. He sat straighter in his seat. There was another thud at the door, and it pushed open.

      

      In the doorway stood a man, his dark hair stood on end. He wore dirty trousers, with a large hole on one knee, his shirt had stains on it, and he stood on wobbly legs. He entered the house, reeking of alcohol, and was momentarily confused as he regarded Olivia and Marc.

      

      “Violet!” he bellowed.

      

      “Yes,” Violet replied, standing up to greet her husband.

      

      “What did I say about guests?” he said with an angry slur.

      

      “I’m sorry, they were just here bringing, uh…” she looked nervously at Marc and Olivia.

      

      “Hello, sir,” Olivia said politely, standing up. “My name is Olivia Wagner, and I only came here to bring a quilt, as a gift.”

      

      Mr. Green looked at Olivia and Marc’s blood boiled as he saw the leer that painted Mr. Greens face. “Well, look it here,” Mr. Green said smarmily. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” His eyes roamed over Olivia crudely.

      

      “Please, Jebediah,” Violet pleaded softly to her husband.

      

      “Shut up, woman,” he barked.

      

      “That’s enough,” Marc said firmly.

      

      Mr. Green looked away from Olivia to Marc, then suddenly yelled. “Boy!”

      

      Joshua stood up, looking unyielding. “Yes,” Joshua said resolutely.

      

      “Bring me my bourbon,” Mr. Green said, not looking at him. “Now!”

      

      “Mr. Green!” Marc warned.

      

      “Why don’t you totter off home, hmm,” Mr. Green said mockingly to Marc. “Give me and missy over here a chance to get to know each other.”

      

      Mr. Green walked in Olivia’s direction. “I can show you what a real man is like,” he said as he moved his hand to his belt and shook it obscenely.

      

      Marc banged his fist on the table and stood up. He was a good foot taller than Mr. Green. Marc took one step closer to him. “That’s enough,” he said firmly.

      

      Mr. Green backed away from him slightly, turning around to where the children sat huddled on the bed. “You don’t tell me what to do in my own home,” he said angrily. “Boy!” he yelled again and grabbed Joshua’s arm, pulling him from the bed.

      

      “No, please,” Violet pleaded, running to protect her son.

      

      “You stay out of this,” Mr. Green barked.

      

      “Mr. Green, stop this at once,” Marc said.

      

      “Jeb, please, don’t,” Violet implored her husband.

      

      “I said, stay out of it,” Mr. Green yelled and slapped Violet hard across the face. She fell on the floor, and Joshua crept down, covering his mother’s body, shielding her from Mr. Green.

      

      “That’s enough,” Marc said angrily and pulled Mr. Green away, twisting his arms behind his back. He pushed open the door and roughly thrust Jebediah outside.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat frozen, staring at the open door, watching the retreating figure of Marc pulling Mr. Green behind him. Then the sound of soft crying pulled her from her shock, and she hurried to Violet’s huddled figure. Joshua was still hovering over his mother, gently stroking her hair.

      

      “Violet?” Olivia asked softly.

      

      Violet cried but didn’t answer. “Joshua, why don’t you give your siblings some bread and jam?” she asked Joshua, who looked at his mother and Olivia in turn.

      

      “It’s all right; I only want to help your mother,” she added.

      

      “All right,” he said finally, then turned to his siblings. “Come on now, let’s eat.”

      

      The children stood timidly from the bed, clutching their brother’s outstretched hands. Olivia gently helped Violet sit on the bed. She covered her face and shook from her sobs.

      

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” Violet whispered.

      

      “You have nothing to apologize for, Violet,” Olivia said comfortingly.

      

      “He’s not always like that,” Violet replied, looking at her hands.

      

      “Why do you say that, Mother?” Joshua exclaimed desperately.

      

      “Joshua, dear…” Violet began.

      

      “No!” Joshua interrupted her. “You cannot keep defending that man!”

      

      “Please don’t,” Violet pleaded softly. “You know how he gets; I can calm him down…”

      

      “No mother!” Joshua said standing his ground. “He’s a horrible man,” he said bravely.

      

      “Joshua!” Violet looked frightened and checked out to see if her husband had heard him.

      

      “You need to get away from that man,” Olivia said, clutching Violet’s hand.

      

      “I can’t,” Violet said. “I have no place to go… Jebediah's all I have.”

      

      “We will figure out a way, I promise,” Olivia said determinately.
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        * * *

      

      Marc pushed Mr. Green into a pile of hay. “I ought to take you straight down to the sheriff's office,” he retorted.

      

      “You can’t tell a man what he can or cannot do in his own home,” Mr. Green bellowed as he tried to stand up.

      

      “You are no man,” Marc said with contempt. “A man does not lay a hand on a defenseless woman or child.”

      

      “They deserve a beating, the way they talk ba—” Mr. Green said, but Marc cut him off.

      

      “Do not even finish that sentence,” Marc said menacingly. He was not a cruel man nor confrontational in any way, but Mr. Green’s behavior made him sick to his stomach.

      

      “And don’t you ever dare to speak to Miss Wagner in that manner. Ever! You will stay out here and sleep off your intoxication,” Marc said as he towered over the other man. “Do you hear me?” Mr. Green grunted an unintelligible gargle back at him.

      

      “I said, do you hear me?” he repeated, emphasizing each word.

      

      “Yes,” Mr. Green barked through clenched teeth.

      

      “I will come back soon, and if I find out that you have been threatening your family, or heaven forbid, beating them, I won’t be so lenient.” Marc was fuming. “Do you understand me?”

      

      Mr. Green looked at Marc and seemed to be apprizing him. “Yes,” he finally said.

      

      “I will find out if you lie to me,” Marc said and walked back towards the house.
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        * * *

      

      When Marc returned to the house, Olivia sat next to Violet who was clutching her coffee cup, still looking shaken up but better. As he entered the house, Violet looked up nervously, and Joshua stood up. They both relaxed when they realized who it was.

      

      “Where’s Jebediah?” Violet asked.

      

      “He’s outside,” Marc said. “I told to sleep it off.” He then turned to Joshua. “I will return here very soon. I made it clear to your father what will happen if he behaves this way again; however, I know there is every chance that he won’t listen to what I said to him. But…” Marc said, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “…if he does, I want you to ride out as fast as you can to the sheriff's office.”

      

      The boy looked uncertain. “Or you can come straight down to my ranch,” Marc added. “The Blue Willow Ranch, right by the town border.”

      

      At that, Joshua smiled in disbelief. “Thank you, sir, thank you,” the boy said.

      

      “You need to take care of your family now,” Marc said, and Joshua’s chest swelled with pride.

      

      “I will,” Joshua said proudly.

      

      “Dear, Violet. Will you come to church on Sunday? I could bring more food, and it would mean so much to me to see you, to see how you are doing,” Olivia said.

      

      “I will try,” sadness tinged Violet’s voice. “It can be difficult for all of us to travel, but I will try.”

      

      “Oh, I hope I will see you there,” Olivia said.

      

      “You two are too kind, a pair of angels sent down from heaven,” Violet replied, her voice breaking.

      

      “Take care. Goodbye, children,” Olivia said, and Dolores, Mary-Beth, and Michael all hugged her.

      

      Marc and Olivia walked to their horses, waving to the children. Marc helped Olivia mount her horse and then they were off. “How are you feeling?” Marc asked. “I am truly sorry you had to witness that.”

      

      “I’m all right. I’m just terribly afraid of what will happen to Violet and the children,” Olivia said, looking at Marc.

      

      “I meant what I said, I will come back,” Marc reassured her.

      

      “It was such a blessing that you came with me,” Olivia said. “I shudder to think what would have happened if Katie and I had gone there on our own.”

      

      That thought sobered Marc up. What would have happened? Oh, Olivia. I wish I could always be by your side. To hold you close and protect you. Always!
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        * * *

      

      They rode in silence. They were nearing the crossroads that lead to the Blue Willow Ranch on one side and the Rosewood on the other.

      

      Olivia didn’t want to leave him. She felt so safe around him. They had slowed down, and now the horses were barely moving. “Thank you, Marc, for everything you did today,” she said looking him in the eye.

      

      “For you, darling, I would do anything,” Marc said softly.

      

      Olivia felt butterflies in her stomach, and she wanted him to embrace her. But then she became aware of the rapidly setting sun, and panic washed over her. “I must hurry back home,” she said wistfully.

      

      “Until next time,” Marc smiled at her, tipping his hat.

      

      “Next time,” Olivia echoed.

      

      She kicked her horse into action, and it leaped ahead. She turned her head around and smiled as she saw him sitting still, watching her, guarding her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “How dare you come home so late?” Andy yelled as Olivia rode up the farmyard. He stood outside the stable, looking angry.

      

      “I’m sorry,” Olivia said as she dismounted.

      

      “It’s after sun-down,” Andy said. “You know you should be back before that, Olivia!”

      

      “I know, I’m sorry,” Olivia repeated.

      

      “What is the reason for this?” Andy demanded.

      

      Olivia hesitated. What can I say? If I tell him what happened, he will ban me from ever leaving the house, but I can’t lie to him… “It took longer than anticipated at the Greens’,” she said, being purposefully vague.

      

      “Why?”

      

      “Violet Green needed my help,” Olivia said. “She has five children, and her husband is… not helpful,” she added. “I lost track of time, but I promise you it won’t happen again!”

      

      Andy’s anger seemed to be wearing off. “All right,” his tone was calmer. “I’m sorry. I just worry about you.”

      

      “I know you do, brother dear,” Olivia said affectionately.

      

      They walked together into the stable. “I will take care of the horse,” Andy said, taking the rein from her hand.

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia smiled at him. “I will prepare a quick dinner.” She walked towards the house feeling uneasy. She hadn’t exactly lied to him, but she hadn’t been completely honest.
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        * * *

      

      Marc was halfway to the ranch when he realized that he was supposed to meet Clarissa at the Carters’ house. He had been so preoccupied with everything that happened at the Greens’ and making sure Olivia got home safe that he had forgotten entirely. He turned the horse around and sprinted towards the town. Arriving at the Carter residence, he secured his horse in the Carters’ stable. He knocked on the front door, and Sylvia answered.

      

      “Marc, at last,” Sylvia said with relief. “William! Clarissa! Marc’s here,” she called over her shoulder.

      

      Marc entered the warm house; the usual smell of delicious food greeted him. He came into the kitchen and saw Clarissa and William sitting at the kitchen table both looking worried.

      

      “Where were you?” Clarissa asked.

      

      “My sentiment exactly,” echoed William.

      

      “It’s a long story, which will have to wait, for I am ravenous,” Marc said, sitting down next to his sister.

      

      He devoured the steak and green peas like an animal. Clarissa sniggered as he looked up and noticed William watching him, his eyebrows raised.

      

      “You were not exaggerating,” William said with a grin.

      

      “No,” Marc said as he finished his last bite. “This was delicious Sylvia!”

      

      “You should thank your sister,” Sylvia said shrewdly.

      

      Marc looked at Clarissa, who could barely contain a look of deep smugness. “Did you cook this?” he asked, agog.

      

      “I sure did,” Clarissa replied. “With help from Sylvia, of course.”

      

      “I was there merely for guidance,” Sylvia said proudly.

      

      “Are you going to tell us why you were so late?” William asked impatiently.

      

      “Oh, William,” Sylvia admonished, “Let the man catch his breath. Come on, Clarissa; let’s clear the table and get the dessert ready.”

      

      Sylvia and Clarissa stood and disappeared into the kitchen with the plates.

      

      “Well?” William asked. “I only ask because this is very unusual for you. Your sister was very worried.”

      

      “I accompanied Olivia Wagner to the Green family today,” Marc said, then proceeded to tell him the day’s events.

      

      “I say,” William said as he leaned back in his chair after Marc finished his story. “That poor woman,” he added, thinking about Violet.

      

      “His behavior was absolutely despicable,” Marc growled. “And to think that Olivia had planned to ride out there alone with her girlfriend!”

      

      “The thought is horrible,” William said.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat on her bed late that night. She could not sleep. Images from the day flashed through her mind, and Marc’s handsome face swam in front of her eyes. “For you, darling, I would do anything.” Her heart swelled as she relived his words. She had never felt that way about anyone before.

      

      The way he had stood up, defending her honor, when Mr. Green was talking to her. She closed her eyes and saw Marc clear as ever, standing in front of her, protecting her; guarding her. She could not wait to see him again.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Marc woke with a smile on lips. His dreams were filled with Olivia and his determination to find a way for them to spend more time together grew stronger. He would have to talk to Andy Wagner.

      

      He walked in front of the house where Clarissa was feeding the chickens. “Good morning, sister,” he said cheerfully.

      

      “Good morning,” she replied. “Marc,” Clarissa said putting down her bucket, “I’m worried about O’Leary!”

      

      “How is he?” Marc asked. He had given Seamus the cough remedy William had given them after their last supper together.

      

      “Not good,” Clarissa said full of concern. “He has been taking medicine for three days now, and my herbal tea, but there is little improvement.”

      

      “I will go see him now,” Marc said walking towards the log cabin.

      

      As he neared O’Leary’s home, a nasty cough could be heard. Marc knocked softly on the door before walking inside. “Good morning, Seamus,” he said. Seamus was laying in his bed looking very unwell. He was shaking with every cough and his eyes watered.

      

      “Mornin’” he said, trying to sit up. Marc hurried the bed and gently pushed him back.

      

      “Don’t get up, you need to rest,” Marc said, “I will ride to town to fetch Doc Bourne today.”

      

      “There’s no need for any of that,” Seamus said weakly. “There is more need for you here.”

      

      “It is not up for discussion,” Marc said firmly. “Now rest.” He left the log cabin and sighed. He was worried about O’Leary and he was going to need a new worker.
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        * * *

      

      “Clarissa!” Marc called as he returned to the house.

      

      “Yes,” she answered, peering her head from the kitchen.

      

      “I’m riding to town,” he said. “Again!”

      

      “Why?”

      

      “I need to see Doc Bourne, and I have to find someone to cover for O’Leary,” Marc sighed. “There always something,” he muttered, thinking about how he still needed a cowboy and now a worker. At least Clarissa’s cooking was getting better. A silver lining, for sure.

      

      “Father would have been proud of you,” Clarissa said, smiling knowingly.

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said, feeling touched.

      

      “I know this has been hard for you, but you’re doing so well,” Clarissa said, “I’m proud to be your sister.”

      

      Marc observed his sister carefully. This was very unlike her. Or was it? Have I perhaps missed some of her growth? Am I unfair in my judgment of her? Perhaps I ought to be more lenient with her?
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        * * *

      

      Marc arrived in town for what felt like the hundredth time this week. He rode past the General Store and further up the main street. He knocked once at Doc Bourne's office door, which was close to the sheriff's office, and entered.

      

      “Doctor Bourne?” Marc called.

      

      A man appeared from the back. He had a tremendous mane of auburn hair, which caused some of the town's children to call him Doctor Lion.

      

      “Mr. Payton,” he bellowed loudly. “What brings you here my boy? I hope you’re not unwell.”

      

      “No, I’m here because O’Leary, my worker, has a persistent cough. The drops from William Carter have not helped, and he seems to be weaker,” Marc said.

      

      “Well, I can ride up to the ranch to see him later in the day,” Doc Bourne said.

      

      “Thank you,” Marc replied.

      

      “How have you been?” the doctor asked. “It’s such a shame about your parents.”

      

      “Yes, it was,” Marc replied. He was slowly starting to become more comfortable with these types of questions.

      

      “Say, doctor, would you happen to know anything about the Green family?” Marc added, the thought popping up in his mind.

      

      “Very little I’m afraid,” Doc Bourne sighed. “I have only seen the oldest children. Jebediah Green refused me entry when the youngest was born.”

      

      “How odd,” Marc said.

      

      “Truth be told, I worry that when I will be called up there, I will not be there to heal, but rather to claim someone,” Doc Bourne said sadly.

      

      “Why does no one do anything?” Marc asked angrily. “There are children there, small ones. I saw with my very own eyes how Jebediah treats them.”

      

      “It not that simple, young man,” Doc Bourne said. “Even though this shack and the land it stands on was the property of Violet’s father, then she has no right to it after she and Jebediah got married.”

      

      “Well, I’m going up there,” Marc said as he made to exit. “Someone needs to stand up to that man.”

      

      Doc Bourne nodded his head and wished him good luck. “Good luck, son,” the doctor sighed. “You’re going to need it.”
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        * * *

      

      Marc left Doctor Bournes’ office and walked towards his horse.

      

      “It’s a fine day,” a familiar voice said behind him. Marc turned around to see Red, the black-clad cowboy standing there.

      

      “Red!” Marc said, “you’re back.”

      

      “Sure am,” Red replied stoically.

      

      “Will you tell me where you were?” Marc asked.

      

      “No,” Red answered simply. “You still looking for a cowboy?” he added.

      

      “You still refusing to give me your last name?” Marc retorted.

      

      “Yup,” Red answered with a slight grin.

      

      “You are something else, aren’t you?” Marc replied.

      

      “Your words,” Red quipped back.

      

      Something behind Marc caught Red’s attention.

      

      “My offer for work still stands, just remember that,” he said and walked stoically away.

      

      “What?” Marc said confused. But then he felt someone tap his shoulder. He turned around to see Doc Bourne watching Red walk away.

      

      “Was he bothering you?” Doc Bourne asked Marc.

      

      “Bothering me? Why would you ask me that?” Marc asked.

      

      “Oh, no reason,” Doc Bourne said, finally looking at Marc. “You never can know with his kind.”

      

      “His kind?” Marc asked, eyebrows raised.

      

      “Just, be careful around him,” Doc Bourne said dismissively. “Take care now,” he added and left Marc standing alone.

      

      This is the second time someone warned me about Red. But I cannot help liking him. He is sharp and I have a strong urge to trust him. Am I wrong to?  His heritage is of no interest to me, only that he is a good worker.

      

      Marc mounted his horse and rode in the direction that Red had walked. He looked around for him and as he neared the saloon he saw him. He had made up his mind.

      

      “Red!” Marc called. Red looked up at the sound of his name.

      

      “We start rounding up on Tuesday,” Marc said. “Promise me I won’t regret hiring you.”

      

      “I never make promises,” Red replied, but he was smiling.

      

      “Tuesday,” Marc repeated and rode away.

      

      Red watched him ride away and muttered quietly to himself. “You won’t regret.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat in the carriage on Sunday morning on her way to church. She had hardly slept the night before; the prospect of seeing Marc was too exciting. Since their adventure at the Greens’ shack, she felt his presence around her constantly.

      

      As Andy parked the carriage, she looked around wondering if he had arrived yet. She didn’t see him anywhere. She walked towards the church besides her brothers and was almost immediately impeded by Timothy Carlsson.

      

      “Dear, Olivia. I think you know what I came to ask you,” Timothy said, mopping his sweating brow.

      

      “Is Graves still unwell?” Olivia asked politely.

      

      “Well, yes,” Timothy said. “Would you play for us again, dear Olivia?”

      

      Andy gave her a short nod, and she beamed at Timothy. “I would be delighted,” she said happily.
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        * * *

      

      Andy took his seat next to Frank. He thought they must have arrived later than usual as more people sat inside the church now. He liked the quiet in the church just before the service began but there was little of that to have now, he thought grumpily. But suddenly the voices a few rows back grabbed his attention.

      

      “Oh, my word, Sylvia,” Mrs. Jennings, one of the women from the church society, was saying to Mrs. Carter. “Thank the heavens that Marc Payton was with Olivia.”

      

      “Yes, thank the Lord,” Sylvia replied.

      

      “It’s too horrible to fathom what would have happened if he had not been there with her, and you know she and my Katie had planned on going there by themselves. It makes my skin crawl to think of those two girls at the Green shack — alone!” Mrs. Wetherby said.

      

      “Absolutely horrendous,” Mrs. Wetherby said.

      

      Andy looked ahead at Olivia who sat by the organ, dutifully waiting for the service to begin. What did you not tell me? Why were you around Marc Payton? Who has corrupted your sweet mind, sister?

      

      The organ music filled the church, and Andy stood with the rest of the parishioners. Church was a sacred place, but he could not detach his mind from the conversation he had just heard. He watched his sister play. What was she hiding from him?
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        * * *

      

      After the service ended, Andy walked out ahead of his sister. He asked Frank to wait for her, which he was happy to do. He hurried outside, searching for Sylvia Carter. He noticed her and made a beeline for her.

      

      “Good day, Sylvia,” Andy said politely.

      

      “Good day, young Andy,” the woman replied kindly. “Well, your sister has blessed us again with her delightful playing,” she added.

      

      “Yes, it is good that she can help out,” Andy replied. “I wanted to have a word with you, regarding my sister,” he added solemnly.

      

      “Oh, you do?” Sylvia said surprised.

      

      “It is about the incident at the Green home,” Andy said quietly. “I’m afraid Olivia was vague on the details, no doubt she did not want to relive the unpleasant experience, and I have not wanted to press her, however…” Andy’s voice broke off.

      

      “You would like to know what happened?” Sylvia finished.

      

      “Yes,” Andy replied.

      

      “Well, where to start, as I understand it, Marc Payton offered to accompany Olivia with supplies for the Green family, after her friend was unable to go with her. At the house, Mr. Green arrived, drunk as usual, and threatened both Olivia and his family. Marc took Mr. Green away and guided your delightful sister back home, so she was safe the entire time,” Sylvia said consolingly.

      

      “Thank you, that clears everything up,” Andy said, biting his jaw to prevent his anger showing.

      

      “Not at all, not at all,” Sylvia said. “We’re all just so happy Marc was there to protect Olivia.”

      

      Andy nodded his head in agreement and turned around to look for his siblings, silently fuming. She lied to me… My sweet Olivia spent time with Marc Payton and then lied. My father was right about the Payton family. They are liars and corrupt the innocent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia stood in the kitchen preparing the Sunday dinner. Something strange was going on. Andy had been cold and distant ever since church, and now Frank had left the house to take a walk after he and Andy clashed while putting away the carriage. The tension was palpable in the house, and Olivia felt, more than she saw, that Andy was watching her.

      

      “I thought Pastor Ruggles’s sermon was very moving today,” Olivia said, trying to break the tension. Andy sat in the sitting room and didn’t reply. “What did you think of the sermon?” she asked hoping to garner a response from him.

      

      “It was fine,” Andy replied curtly.

      

      Olivia decided not to bother him with more questions. She focused on the cooking and smiled at the memory of how Marc had watched her at church. She bit her lip as she thought about his beautiful eyes silently communicating with her throughout the service.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a quiet affair. After a quick prayer, they sat and ate in complete silence. Olivia exchanged looks with Frank who seemed to be as bewildered by this as she was. This is like when mother died. The quiet dinners, the brooding stares. What has happened? I do not understand.

      

      “Olivia,” Andy said suddenly.

      

      “Yes,” she replied, rather hastily.

      

      “I have made the decision that you will no longer help out with the church society,” he said coldly.

      

      “What? Why?” Olivia said.

      

      “I feel that it is prudent that you spend your leisure time here, at the Ranch,” Andy said not looking at her. “Surely there is work to be found if you complete your daily tasks.”

      

      Olivia looked horrified. She would no longer see Katie. Together they would complete various tasks for the church society, like sewing the quilt and knitting blankets for newborns. “But, I…” she began, blustering.

      

      “This is not up for discussion,” Andy said simply. “I feel I have been too lenient with you. We need to prepare for winter, and that means you need to stay here.”

      

      Olivia had tears in her eyes, and she looked desperately at Frank, who looked away from her uncomfortable. “May I be excused?” she asked her voice shaking.

      

      “Yes,” Andy said still not looking at her. “But make sure you clear the table first,” he added coldly.

      

      She looked at her brother and felt as if he had slapped her. She stood up, clearing the table, tears spilling down her cheeks. After she finished washing the dishes she walked into her room quickly. She threw herself on her bed and cried silently into her pillow.
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        * * *

      

      “I would like to talk about my ideas about the cattle, the one I mentioned the other day,” Frank said.

      

      “I will not discuss this on a Sunday,” Andy replied.

      

      “Well, I don’t think this can wait,” Frank replied angrily.

      

      “Frank!” Andy warned.

      

      “Andy, every year we are nearly late with rounding up the cattle, and I think this year we ought to begin earlier,” Frank said fiercely. “The weather has been unusually dry, and I believe we will have a harsh winter…”

      

      “You believe?” Andy scoffed.

      

      “Yes, I believe,” Frank retorted. “And I’m not the only one. I have mentioned this to other farmers here in the county, and they agree that…”

      

      “You’ve been discussing matters of the ranch with strangers?” Andy asked, insulted.

      

      “Not strangers, other farmers, other ranchers,” Frank said.

      

      “We can take care of our ranch the way we always have,” Andy replied.

      

      “But Andy…” Frank tried.

      

      “We round up the same time we always have, and we always will,” Andy said with finality.

      

      “It is the wrong way,” Frank yelled. “Just because we have always done it this way does not mean we cannot learn from past mistakes.”

      

      “You are out of line!” Andy said standing up.

      

      Frank seemed to be reflecting on his word and was breathing heavily. The two brothers stared daggers at each other. “Fine,” he said at last. “I’m going out!” he retorted and walked out, slamming the door behind him.

      

      Andy walked to the kitchen window, taking his pipe from the window sill and began stuffing it with tobacco, his breathing still erratic from his fight. First Olivia, now Frank. He felt like a prize idiot. But they didn’t understand; they were too young.

      

      I do not want to be the big bad brother. I am not their father! How on earth am I going to honor our father without losing a brother and a sister? I wish I knew what to do.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia woke the next morning with puffy eyes and sadness in her heart. She couldn’t understand why Andy was behaving this way. She wasn’t going to object or argue because she was afraid that he would ban her from going to church as well.

      

      She prepared the breakfast in silence, and the three Wagner siblings all sat and ate quietly, each one rooted in thought. How I wish I could talk with my dear Katie, or receive a letter of encouragement from Aunt Mary. Then a thought struck to her mind. Her mother’s journal!

      

      Andy had gone out to mend the fence at the top of their land, and Olivia knew he would not return for a while. She didn’t see Frank anywhere. She grabbed her mother’s journal and made her way to the riverbank. The soothing hum of the constant flow from the river calmed her. She sat down and opened the leather-bound journal, and began reading.

      

      “...Today Mother tied my braids so tightly before church that my eyes watered. I picked flowers from the field and made myself a crown, which mother then threw away. I always seem to displease her. Father rode to Eloy yesterday; I do not know why. But he promised to bring me something when he returns.

      

      “There is a new worker on the farm. A young boy called Nathaniel. He is quite charming, he kissed my hand the first time we met. I was ever so flustered. Thankfully mother did not witness his gestures!”

      

      Olivia chuckled, remembering her stern grandmother. Her mother mentioned the farm boy Nathaniel more often and the way she described him made Olivia immediately think of Marc.

      

      “...Father has returned to home. He acted very strangely, but mother seems to be pleased with his news. He brought me the most beautiful hairpin, silver with a pearl on it. I feel like such a lady when I wear it. Nathaniel said I didn’t need a hairpin to look beautiful; he said I already was! Oh, I was terribly shy when he said it, but he looked me in the eyes and told me I was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Imagine that….”

      

      Olivia hesitated, not sure if she wanted to continue. She was very curious to know what had happened to this Nathaniel but felt as if she was eavesdropping on something she ought not to know. But her curiosity got the better of her. She continued reading.

      

      “...Oh how could he do this? How could father promise me to some rancher that I’ve never met! I cried all night… This was the purpose of father’s journey to Eloy, to betroth me to some man!  What should I do? I do not want to leave. This is my home! Nathaniel has asked me to marry him! He says he loves me and wants us to be together.

      

      “He is becoming such a fine young man, and I want nothing more than be his wife, but I’m afraid to ask mother and father. I do not understand why they want me to marry Roy Wagner.

      

      “I wish Mary would hurry back from her visit; I need her guidance. My heart has shattered into a thousand pieces. Mary sent me a letter… She has married a man she met in Scottsdale. They married in secret and mother and father are furious. Her husband was a divorced man! Mary says that she loves him and does not care about his past. I told Nathaniel that I cannot marry him. I cannot add to the sufferings of my parents. I will marry Roy Wagner...”

      

      Olivia closed the journal; her eyes, brimming with tears. She couldn’t read more; it was too much seeing the sadness in her mother’s words. She put the journal in her dress pocket and hurried back to the house. She had hoped to feel better after reading, but now her mind felt filled to the brim with confusing thoughts and emotions.
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        * * *

      

      Marc rode his horse up the grassy road that led to the Greens’ home. He was apprehensive of what he might find there. Joshua had not come to see the sheriff nor had he been to the Blue Willow Ranch. Marc hoped that it meant that Mr. Green had been behaved himself, although he doubted it. As he dismounted his horse, a small figure appeared from the tiny house.

      

      “Daddy, Daddy,” little Michael called as he looked hopeful at the new arrival. His small face fell in disappointment as he realized it was not his father.

      

      “Where is your mommy?” Marc asked the small boy kindly. Michael pointed to the house sadly.

      

      Marc walked towards the house, his apprehension building. “Hello?” he said as he knocked on the open door. He pushed the door open and peered inside, and was shocked at what greeted him. The table and chairs were broken, and Violet lay in the bed, her face bruised. Joshua sat next to her, wiping her face with a wet cloth.

      

      “What happened?” Marc said walking towards the bed.

      

      Joshua stroked his mother’s head and got up, gesturing to go outside. “She’s finally asleep,” he said solemnly.

      

      “What happened? Where is your father?” Marc asked.

      

      “He left,” Joshua said angrily. “Early this morning. He took the horse, the brandy bottle and the little money we had, and left.”

      

      “What happened to your mother?” Marc asked.

      

      “She begged him to stay. She loves him, can you believe it?” Joshua said incredulously. Marc noticed that he seemed to have grown many years since he last saw him a few days ago.

      

      “He pushed her away from him, onto the table, as she pleaded to him not to leave. He broke a chair over her, just for good measure I assume,” Joshua added coldly. Marc was at a complete loss for words.

      

      “I hope he never comes back,” Joshua said, angrily kicking a stone.

      

      “I have an idea,” Marc said, the idea forming in his mind. “You should come work for me. My worker is old, and not well. I will pay you a fair wage, and you can help your mother.”

      

      Joshua stopped in his tracks, staring at Marc. “Are you serious?” he asked.

      

      “I sure am,” Marc said kindly. “But be aware that the work is hard…”

      

      “I’m ready,” Joshua said, interrupting Marc.

      

      “Well then, I think we should shake on it,” Marc said, laughing at the young man’s enthusiasm.

      

      Joshua shook his hand vigorously. “You won’t regret it,” the boy said.

      

      “I’m sure I won’t,” Marc said. “Now let’s go see what we can do about the broken furniture in your house.”

      

      Marc assisted Joshua in clearing out the broken fragments. The tools in the house were ancient, but Marc managed to fix the table with a piece of rope from his saddle. The chairs were beyond repair. “We will see what can be done about the chairs,” he said as he and Joshua carried to the table back into the house.

      

      “What’s going on?” Violet asked groggily. “Marc?”

      

      “Mother, Marc has hired me as his worker,” Joshua said excitedly to his mother, “I can use my wages to help us!”

      

      “What are you saying?” Violet said, sitting up in the bed. “But Marc, that’s too much, you need a proper worker, a grown man…” her voice trailed off, and she looked dizzy.

      

      “I need a good worker, and I think Joshua is the one for me,” Marc said kindly. “You need to rest now Violet,” he said observing the nasty bruise on her face and clavicle.

      

      “And you, young man,” he said to Joshua. “As soon as your mother feels better, you come work, for now she needs your help.”

      

      “Yes sir,” Joshua replied exuberantly. “I will!”

      

      “All right,” Violet said softly, giving him a small smile. “You truly are a wonderful man.”

      

      “Olivia is a lucky girl to have you by her side,” she added kindly.

      

      Marc opened his mouth to speak but decided not. He nodded his head and bid them goodbye. Joshua followed him to his horse and Marc waved the children as he rode away from the house.
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        * * *

      

      Marc tied his horse to a rail near the gate. He had never been at the Rosewood Ranch before. It was remarkably similar to his home, like a mirrored version — albeit a neater and cleaner version.

      

      He walked to the front door, took a deep breath and knocked. As he waited, he thought that Olivia was probably just a few feet away from him. The door opened, and a stern-looking Andy Wagner looked surprised to see him there.

      

      “Good evening,” Marc said politely.

      

      “Good evening,” Andy replied.

      

      “I would like to have a conversation with you, one of great importance to me,” Marc said solemnly.

      

      “Come on in then,” Andy said politely, but his voice held no warmth.

      

      Marc removed his hat and walked into the house. The smell that greeted him was one of delicious food, freshly baked bread, and tobacco smoke. He inhaled deeply and followed Andy into the sitting room.

      

      “Would you like bourbon?” Andy asked.

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said, pleasantly surprised.

      

      Andy left the sitting room, and Marc thought he heard him speak to someone in the back of the house. Soon he heard the sound of clinking glasses and Andy returned, handing him a glass with amber liquid sloshing inside it. Marc nodded his head in thanks and took a small sip, trying to find the best way to say what he wanted to say.

      

      “Andy,” Marc began. “I know that between our two families there has been bad blood for almost as long as we have lived. I do not wish to continue my father’s feud; I believe there is a way forward, and that is through forgiveness and mutual respect,” he paused. “I respect you Andy, and I respect your family a great deal. You lead by example, and I could learn much from you.”

      

      Marc tried to read into Andy’s indecipherable face, and then took a deep breath. “It would be my great honor, if you would give me permission to start courting your lovely sister, Olivia,” Marc said slowly but confidently.

      

      Andy looked at Marc for a long while; apprizing him, it seemed. He took a sip of his bourbon and put the glass on the table in front of him. He stood up and turned his back from Marc, who stood as well.

      

      “I must say, I admire your courage, Marc,” Andy said. “Coming here, trying to mend the controversy between our fathers, with simple words and inane promises. And to top it all, you ask to court my only sister. To give a definitive answer, Marc Payton,” Andy said turning to face him again. “My decision is: no. You do not have my permission to court Olivia. I would like for you to leave my home now.” He added coldly, “Thank you for the visit.”

      

      Marc stood silent and then, left without saying goodbye. He was speechless. Andy had refused him. But Marc would not give up, Olivia meant too much to him. He would do everything for her. But what could he do from there?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc had laid awake for a long while after he returned home from his conversation. He felt dejected, but the image of Olivia’s beautiful face hovered over his subconsciousness, making sleep impossible. Darling Olivia. I will fight for you. Your kind soul saved me, of that I am sure. I have never met anyone like you, angelic on the inside and outside.  This cannot be the end for us. Is our fathers' feud really the reason for Andy’s hostility?

      

      Next morning Marc stood tired in the kitchen, guzzling coffee, when he noticed a figure through the kitchen window. He walked outside the house and saw Joshua Green strolling up the farmyard. “Good morning,” Marc said.

      

      “Good morning,” Joshua Green said smiling.

      

      “How is your mother?” Marc asked.

      

      “She’s better,” Joshua said. “She said I should go to work today; she would be all right without me.”

      

      “That’s good, Joshua,” Marc replied kindly. He felt responsible for the boy and wanted to help.

      

      “What should I do?” Joshua asked looking walking around the ranch. “Maybe start in the stable? I see there is hay that needs shovelling, and I could then go to the garden, and even look at the chicken coop…”

      

      “Woah, slow down there, son” Marc chuckled. “All in good time, just start in the stable.”

      

      “Yes, sir!” Joshua said happily and ran to the stable.

      

      “He certainly is eager to work,” Clarissa said who had arrived outside to see the newcomer.

      

      “He sure is,” Marc smiled. “I think he will prove to be a valuable help here.”

      

      “I’m sure he will,” Clarissa said.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the day, Marc sat at the kitchen table and observed young Joshua devour the steak pie that Clarissa had made. She chuckled as she portioned third helpings for him.

      

      “Thank you,” Joshua beamed at Clarissa, “you’re a great cook!”

      

      Marc winked at Clarissa. “Thank you, Joshua,” she laughed. “You are sweet.”

      

      “I think it’s about time for you to head back home,” Marc said. Joshua had been working non-stop for the entire day, and the stable was looking good.

      

      “I just want to finish a little bit more,” Joshua said.

      

      “No, your mother needs you as well,” Marc said paternally. “I will see you first thing tomorrow!”

      

      “All right then,” Joshua said, a little dejectedly. They walked outside together and Joshua walked slowly towards the road.

      

      “He has sure enjoyed the work,” O’Leary said, appearing suddenly besides Marc.

      

      “Hey, Seamus,” Marc said cautiously. “Should you be out of bed?”

      

      “I feel better,” Seamus said. “Don’t you worry ‘bout little old me.”

      

      “I would worry less if you would rest,” Marc said, noting that although Seamus sounded better, he still looked frail and weak.

      

      “I will, I will. Just wanted to see the boy,” Seamus said with a soft chuckle. “He’s been running around all day.”

      

      “He’s eager to prove himself,” Marc answered, waving to Joshua as he walked away from the Ranch.

      

      “You’re doing the boy a kindness, that’s for sure,” Seamus said sadly as he turned around to return to the log cabin.

      

      “Seamus,” Marc said determinately. “There will always be a place for you at the Blue Willow Ranch, I want you to know that. Young Joshua’s recent employment changes none of that.”

      

      “That’s mighty kind of you,” Seamus said thankfully. “Now you should hurry up and find yourself a wife, my boy, so this ranch can feel like a proper family again,” he added with a grin, sounding more like his old self.

      

      “I’m working on it!” Marc said laughing as he walked back to the house. You better believe that I’m working on it.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia walked out of the kitchen, longing for some peace of mind. For the past few days, she had barely spoken out loud. All she did was work around the house, but gone was the tune on her lips and the joy in her step. Andy’s inexplainable actions hurt her more than she could truly fathom. She felt that he was punishing her, but she did not know why. She had been quiet and meek and complied with Andy’s suggestions.

      

      What is the reason for your actions, Andy? I am beginning to resent the home I love. I do nothing but cook and clean, and my mind is racing.

      

      Andy was working in the stable and, yet again, she did not know where Frank was. He had been riding out more often than usual and when asked where he had been, his answers were strange and vague. Olivia left the house and walked towards the river.

      

      As the din of the river became more prominent, she felt the usual calmness wash over her. This indeed was her haven. She turned at the large tree towards the small enclosure but was startled to see a black horse drinking from the river and a figure on the other side of the river, resting beside a large tree. A very tall, familiar figure.

      

      “Marc?” she said, surprised.

      

      The figure turned quickly around. “Olivia?” Marc said, not believing his eyes. They stared at each other in silence; the only sound was the din of the river and the birdsong surrounding them. As they regarded each other, the bird dong seemed to fade away, and the only thing that mattered at that moment was the two of them. Olivia’s heart was about to jump out of her chest.

      

      Why are you here Marc? Did you hear my silent prayer? Have we both been to this place but our paths never before crossed?

      

      “This is certainly a delightful surprise,” Marc said as he approached the riverbank.

      

      “Yes, it is,” Olivia replied, moving closer to the river as well, her heart beating rapidly in her chest.

      

      “Would I be out of turn if I asked to join you on your side of the river?” Marc asked politely.

      

      “Not at all,” Olivia said, I am going to be near him once more… Marc observed the steady flow of the river and carefully stepped on a smooth stone. He nearly lost his footing, causing Olivia to gasp, but he regained his balance and jumped over to her side of the river. Once again, they stood close together.

      

      “The fates must have brought my horse this way today,” Marc said, looking intently at her. At his proximity, Olivia felt her tears start welling up, the pressure of these last days washing all over her again.

      

      “What is the matter, darling?” Marc said worriedly, putting his hand on her elbow. At his touch, Olivia turned around to hide her pain, “Olivia?” Marc asked.

      

      “Oh, I am sorry,” Olivia apologized.

      

      “Come sit down, will you?” Marc asked her gently. She sat down at her reading place, and Marc sat down next to her, at a respectable distance. “Will you tell me what is bothering you?”

      

      “It’s just seeing you again,” Olivia said wiping her tears away. “Oh, you must think me a silly woman,” she added dismissively.

      

      “Never,” Marc replied at once. “But your tears worry me.”

      

      “Andy has confined me to the house,” Olivia said miserably. “He forbade me from riding to town, from help with the church society….” she paused. “And I do not know why. This is unlike him, and it scares me.”

      

      She turned to Marc and was startled by the look on his face, a mixture of guilt and anger. “I’m afraid I might be the cause of your troubles,” Marc said not looking at her.

      

      “Why do you say that?” Olivia said.

      

      “I went to see your brother,” Marc began. “I wanted to ask him permission to court you, Olivia,” he looked at her. “He turned me down, vehemently.” This must be the reason for Andy’s behavior! He is punishing me for Marc’s request.

      

      “Olivia?” Marc asked her carefully as she had not said anything.

      

      “Oh Marc,” she said tears in her eyes once again. “My heart is heavy because Andy will never allow us to be together,” she looked deep into his piercing green eyes. “And that breaks my heart,” she added in a whisper. I never thought I could share such a special bond with another living being. I feel as if I am complete when Marc is next to me.

      

      Marc gently took her hand in his and brought it to his lips. “My darling Olivia. I will not stop fighting for you.” As he kissed her hand, an electric current shot through Olivia.

      

      “But how?” she asked in desperation. “Andy has refused you, and he is as stubborn as they can get.”

      

      “There must be a way,” Marc said. “I’m not giving up Olivia, not ever!”

      

      Olivia felt her heart swell at his words. Marc brushed a lock of hair away from her face. As soon he touched her face, an invisible force seemed to guide them to each other. Marc stared into her eyes and he held the back of her head. Slowly their heads closed together and then their lips met.

      

      The kiss was ever so light, and for a moment Olivia was unsure if it had actually happened. But then the kiss deepened, and Olivia felt as if she were floating above the stars in his loving embrace. After a moment, or it could have been an eternity, they broke off.

      

      “What have I done to deserve you, Marc Payton?” Olivia asked softly as she lay in his arms.

      

      “Someone must have sent you to me from heaven,” Marc replied, stroking her long blonde hair. “And believe me, Olivia, I will fight for us. You are the only one for me.”

      

      Olivia felt as if her heart was about to burst out of her ribcage. I know I should not have kissed him. But how could something that wonderful be really wrong? I have never felt this way before, nor do I think I ever will. Oh, this scares me. Then all of a sudden a voice could be heard from a distance. Olivia sat up straight as she listened to the voice; fear engulfing her.

      

      “That’s my brother calling me now, that’s Andy!” she said fearfully, with a pained expression, standing up.

      

      “Olivia!” The distance voice shouted. Olivia startled as the voice sounded nearer and jumped away from Marc.

      

      “I must go,” Olivia said holding Marc’s hand.

      

      “I have to see you,” Marc said. “I must see you again, soon.” Marc held tightly to her soft hand. Olivia was about to reply when her brother’s voice called again, this time closer.

      

      “Olivia!” Andy’s voice called.

      

      Olivia pulled her hand back, but before she walked away from him, she turned around and looked at him her eyes filled with love. Marc pulled her towards him again and engulfed her in a tight embrace, his arms around her small waist and his hands in her sun kissed hair.

      

      “Until next time,” Olivia said softly, reluctantly breaking from his embrace. Just as she was disappearing behind a large tree, she turned to look at him one more time.

      

      “Next time,” Marc repeated.
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        * * *

      

      “Olivia!” Andy’s angry voice sounded as Olivia appeared from behind the tree by the river.

      

      “I’ve been calling your name,” he said admonishingly.

      

      “I’m here now,” Olivia said a slight edge to her voice. She could still feel Marc’s lips on hers, and his scent lingered around her, giving her courage.

      

      “What were you doing?” Andy asked as they walked back towards the house.

      

      “I was contemplating by the river,” Olivia said easily. “I’m sorry if I worried you,” she added in a softer tone.

      

      “It is nearly time for dinner,” Andy said, trying again to chide her with his tone.

      

      “The dinner is prepared already,” Olivia said.

      

      “You should not wander off on your own,” Andy said.

      

      “I did not leave our land,” Olivia retorted.

      

      “What has gotten into you, Olivia?” Andy asked, astonished. “You are behaving most oddly.”

      

      I know I am on the verge of being insubordinate, but I cannot help it. I am mad at Andy for his behaviour. Once his words were once sacred to me, but now I feel his authority is tainted with his stubbornness. But… he will never give me his blessing if I behave naively.

      

      “I’m sorry Andy,” Olivia said, her demeanour softer. “I was deep in thought and the hum of the river drowned out your voice. It won’t happen again,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Marc approached the farm, his mind filled with images of Olivia. He had to find a way for them to be together. How can I convince Andy to give us his blessing? He walked into the garden, and a commotion in front of the house yanked him from his thoughts. He could see O’Leary arguing with someone. He hurried towards the disturbances.

      

      “You should be ashamed of yourself, for coming here under false pretences,” O’Leary was yelling. “Your kind is certainly not welcome here.”

      

      “What is going on?” Marc asked loudly. O’Leary turned around to face him.

      

      “This man here,” O’Leary gestured to the stoic looking Red. “Has come here, telling tall tales that he has been hired to work here. No doubt he’s gonna try to steal the cattle,” he said with contempt.

      

      “Seamus!” Marc retorted to his old worker. “I hired Red,” he said clearly. Seamus had an almost comical look of surprise, but Marc continued angrily, “I will not tolerate this kind of behaviour here, do you understand me?” O’Leary look of shock turned sour as he stared at Marc.

      

      “Am I being clear?” Marc said pointedly.

      

      “Yes,” O’Leary said and then turned around and walked towards the log cabin. Clarissa stood in the doorway, looking perplexed.

      

      “Go inside Clarissa, I will be in there soon,” Marc said to his sister. She left to the house, leaving Marc alone with Red.

      

      “Red, I owe you an apology,” Marc said. “O’Leary is very protective of this ranch, but his behaviour was not acceptable.”

      

      “There’s no need to worry,” Red said in his calm voice.

      

      “I must admit, I was not sure whether I would see you today,” Marc said.

      

      “I’m here,” Red said calmly. “I rode up the land to see the cattle, and I guess that worried your worker.”

      

      “Well that explains it,” Marc said. “It’s getting late but I’m afraid staying in the log cabin might prove troublesome.”

      

      “I will sleep in the field,” Red said.

      

      “In the field?” Marc asked confused.

      

      “Yes,” he answered simply.

      

      “There’s no need for you to sleep in the field, you could stay in the stable, it’s not warm, but it’s at least not out in the open…” Marc said, but Red cut him off.

      

      “There’s no need, young man,” Red said. “I prefer to sleep under the stars whenever I can. I will be closer to the animals and will begin rounding up early.”

      

      “If you say so,” Marc said uncertainly.

      

      “I do,” Red replied.

      

      “Well, I will see you tomorrow then.”

      

      “‘Night,” Red said with his half smile as he mounted his horse and rode away.

      

      “Good night,” Marc muttered to himself as he walked back into the house. He entered the kitchen and saw Clarissa standing in front of the stove, and the smell of stew wafted around the kitchen. The smell was quite pleasant, but Marc wondered why on earth his sister had cooked so much. The large pot was almost full to the brim, and it took both of Clarissa’s hands to stir the content.

      

      “I did not know you had hired a cowboy,” Clarissa said. “I thought you were looking for Langston.”

      

      “Apparently Langston is on the run,” Marc replied. “I met Red, and he was looking for work.”

      

      “Well I’m glad you hired him,” Clarissa smiled, bringing him stew. “He has an aura around him, like a man you can trust.”

      

      Marc chuckled and began eating. Clarissa seemed to see the same goodness in Red as he did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Never did I imagine I would be in this situation. Now I know exactly how mother must have felt. She chose to honor her family and not her heart. But will I be able to do that? Will I be able to never see Marc again in order to honor Andy’s wishes?

      

      Olivia sat in bed, thoughts swirling around her head. Her dreams had been filled with images of Marc and his soft lips and strong arms, and she woke feeling flustered. She longed to be able to see him again soon. Perhaps he can meet me at the river again?

      

      She got out of bed and began her day. Since last Sunday, her life had been strangely quiet at the Rosewood Ranch, and both Frank and Andy had begun sitting in resentful silence at breakfast, hurriedly eating, sparing glances at each other. Olivia had begun doing her morning chores even earlier so she would not have to spend time in the tense atmosphere.

      

      Olivia entered the empty kitchen and started heating water for tea. The house was calm when she was alone. Olivia sat down at the kitchen table with a steaming mug of tea and took her mother’s journal out from her apron pocket. She had been carrying it around ever since Andy confined her to the house; in a sort of act of rebellion. She opened the journal and continued reading.

      

      “…Mother and Father have been yelling an awful lot. Mary returned home yesterday to try to make them realize that her husband is a good man. It was terrible. Father forbade them from entering the house. Mary had tears in her eyes and Mother called her horrible names. I hid away in the stable and Nathaniel came to me.

      

      “He held me and wiped away my tears. I am to leave to Eloy in a few days… Nathaniel told me that he had purchased two train tickets to Kansas City. It must have cost him all his wages! He made a final plea for me to run away with him and he told me he will leave in two days. I had decided to marry Roy Wagner, but the thought frightens me. Nathaniel has a job waiting for him in Kansas, and we could be happy there — he could make me happy.

      

      “But seeing how mother and father treated my sweet Mary scares me and infuriates me. The defiant side of me wants to follow Nathaniel, follow love, but another part of me does not want to cause more harm to the family. Father has been looking weak ever since Mary left. I noticed him wheezing and coughing the other day. I’m scared for him. I feel as if I am standing at crossroads. What should I do?…”

      

      Olivia closed the journal and finished her now cold tea. Mother contemplated going away with Nathaniel, she thought. Could I do that? It makes no sense as Marc lives so close by. I wonder if there is a way to persuade Andy to change his mind? Times have changed since Mother was young. Am I truly destined to repeat my mother’s fate?
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        * * *

      

      Marc rode his horse up the hill, enjoying the refreshing morning breeze in his hair. He had ridden out early, almost as soon as he woke, wanting to meet Red. As he approached the bend on the hill, he noticed Red in the middle of the cattle field. He rode beside the animals, humming an unfamiliar tune, slowly guiding them onwards. Marc joined Red, herding the cattle with this slower method.

      

      “You really have a way with the animals,” Marc said after they had moved the cattle across the field.

      

      “It is a matter of respecting all living beings,” Red said in his stoic manner. “Respecting all life brings balance to the universe.”

      

      “Well, I’m glad I hired you Red,” Marc said. “I will ride back to the ranch now. Don’t be a stranger; you are welcome there—I will have a word with O’Leary.”

      

      “Thank you. I will continue to round them up in the next days,” Red said. “Slowly,” he added. The cattle needed to be back at the ranch soon, to be branded and counted, for the upcoming cattle sale. Marc was yet again thanking the heavens that he found Red. Not only was he on time with the rounding up, he was also feeling confident in his role, as the head of his family ranch.

      

      Marc turned his horse around and rode towards the ranch. Finally everything is starting to fall into place. He rode to ranch entrance and saw young Joshua up on the stable roof.

      

      “What are you doing, Joshua?” Marc called.

      

      “The roof needed fixin',” Joshua called back, covering his eyes from the sun.

      

      “Come down from there; it’s too dangerous,” Marc called. What is the boy thinking?

      

      “It’s really fine, sir,” Joshua called jovially. “I’m halfway through with it,” he gestured to the hole he was repairing.

      

      “That was fast,” Marc said surprised. “Well, just be careful alright?”

      

      “I will, sir,” Joshua replied with a grin.

      

      He truly looks happy. It is hard to imagine that this is the same boy who stood up against his father just days ago. Marc walked into the house to grab a cup of coffee. The house was empty, and no coffee was on the stove. In fact, the kitchen looked untouched. Since Clarissa’s cooking had started improving so had the mess around the kitchen.

      

      But there was no flour on the floor or a misplaced water churn. That’s odd. Marc walked out to the back garden and still there was no sign of his sister. He hurried to the front side of the house. “Joshua!” he called.

      

      “Yes, sir,” the young boy replied.

      

      “Have you seen my sister recently?” Marc called.

      

      “Clarissa? No, not since I arrived,” Joshua said.

      

      “Not at all?” Marc asked.

      

      “Well, no sir,” Joshua answered looking apprehensive. “I figured she rode out with you, as both of your horses were out of the stable when I arrived.”

      

      “What?” Marc exclaimed, and he ran into the stable. Sure enough, there was the empty stall where his sister’s horse usually was. Marc racked his brain. Is it time for her to be with the Carters today? But why would she leave so early? And without telling me? Marc walked to the log cabins.

      

      “Seamus!” he called at the door. “Seamus!” The door opened, and Seamus O’Leary looked at Marc.

      

      “If you think that man is staying in here you’re wrong,” O’Leary said, but his demeanor changed as he noted the look of worry on Marc’s face. “What is it?”

      

      “Have you seen Clarissa today?” Marc asked calming himself.

      

      “Young Clarissa? No, I have not,” Seamus said earnestly.

      

      “I cannot find her,” Marc said.

      

      “She must have left to the town,” Seamus said reassuringly. “Surely, she just forgot to tell you.”

      

      “Yes…” Marc’s voice trailed off.

      

      “Why don’t you ride to town, I will make sure that young Joshua does himself no harm up there,” Seamus said kindly.

      

      “Yes, I will ride to town, thank you,” Marc said, already walking away from O’Leary.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia walked into the house, carrying a basket of herbs from the garden, and was slightly startled to see Andy standing in the kitchen.

      

      “Where is Frank?” he asked her.

      

      “I have not seen him today,” Olivia answered. “Perhaps he rode out early?”

      

      “Perhaps,” Andy said.

      

      “Andy…” Olivia began timidly as she set the basket on the kitchen table. “I would like to speak with you, about, well, about something of great importance,” she said lamely. Why are my nerves acting up now?

      

      “I have no time for talking right now, Olivia,” Andy dismissed her. “I will be out back,” he added and made to leave the kitchen.

      

      “No, Andy!” Olivia cried to both their surprise.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Andy said astounded.

      

      “I…” Olivia began, tears filling her eyes. “I need for you to listen to me,” she added nervously. There was a long pause where Andy observed her carefully.

      

      “We will talk,” he finally said. “But not now, I need to continue working.”

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia said in a small voice.

      

      “If you see Frank, tell him to find me,” Andy said.

      

      “I will,” Olivia said shakily. I am a bundle of nerves… But now I will use my time wisely and decide what I can say to him. There is hope.
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        * * *

      

      Later, Olivia stood outside, feeding the chickens. A savory pie was in the oven, Andy’s favorite, and she had been practicing her words for tonight over and over in her head. She put the bucket of feed away and looked up as Andy came towards her, leading in horse behind him.

      

      “Are you going somewhere?” she asked as Andy walked to the farmyard in front of the house.

      

      “I’m going to town, to see if Frank is spending time at the saloon again,” Andy growled.

      

      “Oh, when will you be back?” Olivia asked.

      

      “I don’t know,” Andy scoffed. “Frank seems to be under the impression that he has no responsibilities here,” he added angrily, pulling the reins harshly causing the horse to neigh in protest.

      

      “That’s not true,” Olivia said cautiously. “I made pie,” she added in the hopes of lightening his mood slightly. “Why don’t you stay and relax a little? You’ve been working so hard lately.”

      

      “No Olivia,” Andy retorted, “Frank needs to learn what the consequences are for idleness.” He then added under his breath, “Idle hands are the devil's playthings.”

      

      “But what about dinner?” Olivia asked.

      

      “It will have to wait,” Andy said. “I need to get going.” He put one foot in the stirrups and just as he was about to mount the horse Olivia said anxiously: “Can I come with you?”

      

      “No,” Andy replied a little too harshly, as he pulled himself up onto the horse.

      

      “Oh, please Andy,” Olivia pleaded, “I will be with you the entire time. I long for a change of scenery.”

      

      The edge of Andy’s anger wore off as he regarded his sister. I have been harsh with her; I ought to allow her this.

      

      “Fine, I will get the carriage ready,” he finally said and dismounted.

      

      “Thank you!” she beamed and hurried into the house.

      

      Not long after they sat side by side in the carriage and rode towards the town. Andy looked at her sister, and the joy that shone on her face made him feel guilty.  I am at the same crossroads again. Do I follow in the footsteps of my father even if that means hurting my only family? Their father had been a very strict man, and his words had been law in their home.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked into the General Store. He saw William looking up as the bell above the door chimed. “Marc, my boy,” William smiled at him. “Good to see you.”

      

      “You too, William,” Marc replied. “Is my sister here?”

      

      “Here?” William looked surprised. “No, she’s not. But she’s probably at home with Sylvia,” he added.

      

      “She could be there?” Marc asked keenly.

      

      “She might be,” William replied uncertainly. “I left early, and Sylvia was staying home today.”

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said and made to leave.

      

      “Marc, my boy, what is going on?” William asked.

      

      “Probably nothing,” Marc said as he left the store, feeling hopeful. I will have a stern talking with Clarissa. She needs to learn to behave like an adult. But he was startled when he noticed Sylvia Carter walking towards the General Store—alone.

      

      “Marc, how nice to see you,” Sylvia said as she approached him.

      

      “Sylvia, I thought you were staying home today?” Marc asked.

      

      “Oh, I just came to add these pies to the store,” Sylvia said kindly, pointing to the basket she was holding.

      

      “So Clarissa is alone at your home?” Marc asked sternly.

      

      “Clarissa?” Sylvia said, looking confused.

      

      “Yes, Clarissa,” Marc said impatiently.

      

      “Marc, Clarissa isn’t at home,” Sylvia said slowly. “I have not seen her today.”

      

      “She’s not with you?” Marc asked.

      

      “No,” Sylvia answered looking worried. “Marc, what’s going on?”

      

      “I have not seen Clarissa today—at all,” Marc replied quietly. What if something has happened to her?

      

      “What are you talking about, Marc?” Sylvia asked hysterically. “This is not something to say lightly,” she seemed quite worried about Clarissa.

      

      “Do you think I would take such a thing lightly, Sylvia?” Marc said, raising his voice.

      

      “Marc!” Sylvia said, looking affronted. Marc never raised his voice.

      

      “What is going on?” William said. He had come outside to see what the commotion was about.

      

      “Clarissa’s not with Sylvia,” Marc said to William.

      

      “She’s not?” William asked his wife, surprised.

      

      “No, dear,” Sylvia said. “She said she would either be with me today or tomorrow. I did not worry when she did not show up today.”

      

      “We will get to the bottom of this, Marc,” William said paternally to him. “When did you last see her?”

      

      “Yesterday,” Marc said very quietly, the realization washed over him like a bucket of icy cold water. I have not seen her for more than half a day!

      

      “Oh my,” Sylvia gasped, but her husband shushed her.

      

      “None of that Sylvia,” he said. “We will figure this out. Could she have made other arrangements? Perhaps with her friend, Timothy’s daughter, what’s her name?”

      

      “Sarah,” Sylvia chimed in.

      

      “That’s it,” William said. “Let’s go to the church. The two girls are probably doing a project for the blasted church society.”

      

      “She better be there,” Marc said through gritted teeth. His face was rigid with worry. “I cannot lose her too,” he added very quietly.

      

      “Oh, come now,” William said to his Marc consolingly. “You mind the store, Sylvia dear, and I will go with Marc.”

      

      “Alright,” she agreed and the two of them exchanged worried looks. This was very unlike Clarissa. Marc and William walked in silence, Marc clenching his fists. They approached the church door and they saw Timothy Carlson painting the window mullion with a small brush.

      

      “Good afternoon, Timothy,” William said.

      

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Timothy replied, mopping his forehead with a paint-stained handkerchief.

      

      “Is your lovely daughter around?” William asked him.

      

      “Sarah?” Timothy asked surprised. “Yes, she’s inside binding the hymn books.”

      

      “Is my sister with her?” Marc asked rather hastily, “Clarissa, Clarissa Payton.”

      

      “Oh, now, I’m not sure,” Timothy said mopping his head again, getting paint stains on his sweaty forehead.

      

      “Might we have a word with Sarah?” William said politely.

      

      “Yes, of course,” Timothy said. William and Marc walked inside the church and noticed the young red-haired Sarah sitting on one of the church benches, carefully drawing the needle through the spine of the worn out hymn book. She seemed to be alone.

      

      “Hello Sarah,” William said kindly. Sarah turned around at the sound, and when she noticed Marc, her eyes became as wide as saucers, and her face turned a beetroot red.

      

      “Hello,” she whispered back.

      

      “Sarah, have you seen Clarissa today?” Marc asked her, trying not to display his worries.

      

      “N…no,” she said timidly, turning an even darker shade of red as Marc spoke to her.

      

      “Not at all?” Marc asked, feeling dejected. Sarah looked at him and then shook her head. Marc turned around and stormed out of the church, William hurrying after him.

      

      “Marc, wait,” William called after Marc who was storming ahead of him.

      

      “Marc!” he called again, but Marc ignored him.

      

      Where is she? Where are you, Clarissa? I have never been this worried before. How could this have happened?

      

      He began walking from house to house asking if anyone had seen Clarissa. Everywhere he went the reply was the same: No one had seen her! The sky was growing red from the setting sun and Marc could hardly think from dread filling his body. He decided to return to the General Store. He walked by the saloon and nearly bumped into someone.

      

      “Olivia,” he said shocked.

      

      “Marc?” she said happily, but her look of happiness evaporated as she noticed the state of him. “Marc, what’s wrong?” she asked concernedly.

      

      “Olivia, you have no idea how glad I am to see you,” Marc said.

      

      “Marc, what has happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Olivia repeated, looking alarmed.

      

      “My si…” Marc began but stopped mid-word as Andy walked out of the saloon.

      

      “Let’s go, Olivia,” Andy said to his sister, but then he noticed Marc.

      

      “What are you doing near my sister, Payton?” Andy snarled.

      

      “Andy, not now,” William said as he arrived at the small group, out of breath.

      

      “Marc, we have discussed this,” Andy said coldly. “Now let’s go, Olivia.”

      

      “No, Andy, wait just one moment,” Olivia pleaded, “Marc what has happened?”

      

      “No Olivia,” Andy objected. “We are leaving now!”

      

      “Come now Andy,” William said, trying to reason with him.

      

      “Marc?” Olivia asked, having only eyes for Marc.

      

      “We are leaving,” Andy said angrily.

      

      “My sister's missing,” Marc finally said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “What?” Andy asked Marc. “What did you say?”

      

      “My sister, Clarissa, is missing,” Marc said angrily to Andy. Olivia stared at Andy.

      

      “What is going on?” Marc asked Andy, but Olivia replied.

      

      “Marc, our brother, Frank, is also missing,” she said timidly.

      

      “He’s also missing?” Marc repeated. “Are you sure?”

      

      Andy scoffed and was about to reply when Olivia stopped him, “Yes, we’ve looked everywhere, and no one has seen him.”

      

      “This is a strange coincidence,” William said thoughtfully, “Two youngsters go missing the same d…” his voice trailed off at the look on both Andy’s and Marc’s faces.

      

      “That sure is a strange coincidence,” Marc said accusingly to Andy, taking a step closer to him.

      

      “How dare you,” Andy retorted, red from fury.

      

      “Come now,” William said. “Let’s leave here before you two gather a crowd.” Already there was curious town folk looking out to see what the raised voices were about. Marc, Andy, and Olivia followed William to his home. Tufty, the dog, jumped up in excitement as he noticed his owner, but he seemed to sense the somber mood of the group and he stopped jumping and crawled under the stairs. They sat down in the sitting room and no one spoke for a while.

      

      “I will make coffee,” William said, breaking the silence.

      

      “I will help you,” Olivia said, getting up and following William into the kitchen.

      

      “Do you think your brother has run off?” Marc asked, careful to keep his voice neutral. Andy seemed to bite back a retort as he took in the question.

      

      “Yes,” Andy said slowly. “We have not… been getting along,” he finally said, adding, “Lately.”

      

      “I see,” Marc said.

      

      “Why would your sister leave?” Andy asked not entirely without contempt.

      

      “She would not,” Marc said his anger getting the better of him again. “Not uncoerced!”

      

      “Watch your tongue,” Andy warned.

      

      “My sister is nineteen years old,” Marc said, raising his voice.

      

      “Frank is an honorable man,” Andy said pointedly.

      

      “What are you implying?” Marc asked.

      

      “I think you know,” Andy said callously.

      

      “How dare you!” Marc bellowed, taking a step towards Andy. The atmosphere was thick with tension as the two men stared daggers at each other.

      

      “Calm down, both of you,” William said authoritatively, stepping in between the two men. “You need to remain civil!”

      

      Olivia stood in the doorway looking frightened. Two of the most important men in her life looked like they wanted to kill each other. “Have some coffee,” she said softly, carrying the tray into the living room. They grudgingly took a cup each and drank in silence. As the front door opened both Andy and Marc got up quickly but calmed as they noticed Sylvia arrive.

      

      “What are you doing home dear?” William asked his wife.

      

      “I closed the store early,” she said and forestalled his objection. “It was more imperative to come back here,” she nodded her head behind her and William gave a small sign of understanding. Sylvia entered the sitting room, closely followed by the terrified looking Sarah Carlson.

      

      “Gentlemen,” she said calmly, “I need the two of you to promise me that you will remain calm and that you will keep your voices gentle.” She looked between Andy and Marc who both looked perplexed.

      

      “Young Sarah here,” she gestured to Sarah. “Was not entirely truthful before.”

      

      “Go on Sarah, dear,” Sylvia said encouragingly. With all eyes on her, Sarah looked like she was about to faint. She avoided Marc’s eyes and looked at the floor as she spoke.

      

      “Clarissa has, uhm,” she stopped and took a shuddering breath. “She told me, in strictest confidence, that she would be married soon,” she spoke so quietly that her audience barely dared to breathe.

      

      “Married?” Marc asked, shocked.

      

      “She said that they were planning on eloping,” Sarah added timidly.

      

      “Who are they?” Andy demanded.

      

      “Andy Wagner!” Sylvia admonished as Sarah recoiled at his tone.

      

      “Clarissa and…” Sarah looked terrified, “and F...Frank.”

      

      “They eloped?” Marc said shocked.

      

      “Thank you, dear,” Sylvia said to Sarah who looked close to tears, “I will accompany her home.” Sylvia put her arm around Sarah’s shoulder and guided her outside, leaving Andy, Marc, Olivia, and William in complete silence.

      

      “Eloped?” Andy said quietly.

      

      “How could she do this?” Marc said in disbelief. “How could Clarissa go behind my back like this?”

      

      “I have to find her,” he added.

      

      “Why don’t we find them,” Andy said and looked as if the words cost him greatly. “Together.”

      

      “That’s an excellent idea,” William said, clapping his hands together.

      

      “Together?” Marc asked.

      

      “I think it prudent that we lay aside our,” Andy paused slightly, “differences, and look for them together. Our siblings seem to have displeased both of us.”

      

      Marc got up nodded his head solemnly. “We should ride out as soon as possible,” he said gravely.

      

      “Agreed,” Andy said.

      

      “I will need to stop by the ranch, but then I want to ride out,” Marc said gathering his hat and making his way to the front door. Andy nodded in agreement.

      

      “You cannot ride out now!” Olivia said alarmed.

      

      “I must go now,” Marc said looking at Olivia. “We must go,” he added as he looked at Andy.

      

      “It’s not safe to ride out this late!” Olivia pleaded. “Please wait until morning, both of you,” she looked between Andy and Marc.

      

      “Olivia, Frank is an excellent rider, and they have more than half a day head start,” Andy said.

      

      “But it is nearly dark now, and both of you are running on the fumes of your anger. Please, both of you, go in the morning,” she pleaded. “Do it for me,” she added looking into Marc’s green eyes.

      

      How can I refuse you, Olivia? You are the voice of reason. “All right,” Marc said. “We’ll leave early tomorrow morning.” he tore his eyes from Olivia to look for approval from Andy.

      

      “Tomorrow morning,” Andy echoed, and Olivia breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Let’s ride home.”

      

      Olivia sat in the carriage, and she could sense Marc watching her, as he had done at church. How odd it is to be riding with Marc and Andy, but instead of this being a joyous affair we are all wracked with worries. Oh, Frank what have you done!

      

      “I will see you here at daybreak?” Marc asked as they came to a stop at the crossroads that lead to the two ranches.

      

      “Yes, at daybreak,” Andy replied shortly.

      

      “Good night,” Marc said, looking intently into Olivia’s eyes.

      

      “’Night,” Andy said and pulled the horses reins to continue onwards. Olivia turned quickly in her seat look at Marc.

      

      “Good night,” she said softly, as the carriage began moving blocking her view of Marc.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia and Andy walked into the house in silence, “I will prepare food for you,” Olivia said.

      

      “Thank you,” Andy said.

      

      “Where do you think they went?” Olivia asked timidly.

      

      “I don’t know,” Andy said. “They could have gone anywhere.”

      

      “Do you think he’s going to see Aunt Mary?” Olivia asked carefully.

      

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” Andy sighed. “It would be a very long ride, but I have been wrong about Frank’s motivations before.”

      

      “Andy, you should not blame yourself,” Olivia said. “This is not your fault!”

      

      “I’m going to rest now,” Andy said, dismissing her comments.

      

      “Good night,” Olivia sighed. She took the still untouched pie she had made the and covered it with cloth. I worry about Andy. He seems to be taking this very personally. Have I perhaps undermined what he had to sacrifice for our family? She put bread, cheese, and ham into a burlap sack and filled his water-canteen. She walked around the kitchen looking for items he might need.

      

      Oh, my heart is full of worry. Marc and Andy are riding out to the unknown, alone! After a short, restless sleep, Olivia walked out where Andy was preparing for his ride. “Here is the food,” she said handing him the bag.

      

      “Thank you,” Andy said looking tired.

      

      “When do you think you will be back?” she asked.

      

      “It is hard to tell, in a few days I expect,” Andy speculated.

      

      “Please be careful,” Olivia pleaded.

      

      “I will sister dear,” Andy said kindly.

      

      “And please be kind to Marc,” she added without thought.

      

      “I will try,” Andy said stiffly.
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        * * *

      

      Marc rode out at daybreak to the crossroads. He had hardly slept the night before, and the silence in the house was deafening. He noticed Andy waiting for him, looking as exhausted as he felt. “Good morning,” Marc said cordially.

      

      “Good morning,” Andy replied.

      

      “I think we ought to ride to the farms on the northwest side of the county, to see if anyone noticed them riding,” Marc suggested.

      

      “Why northwest?” Andy asked.

      

      “In case they tried to make it to Casa Grande,” Marc replied.

      

      “Yes, that makes sense,” Andy agreed. Casa Grande was a mining town, filled with newcomers, which would make it easy for Frank and Clarissa to be undisturbed.

      

      They neared a farm, which lay just outside the town border. They dismounted and walked towards the front door. Marc knocked, and they waited. Soon the door opened, and a plump woman with gray-speckled hair appeared. She looked surprised to see the two of them standing there.

      

      “Yes?” she asked.

      

      “Good morning, ma’am,” Andy said politely beating Marc to speaking. “We apologize for the hour, but we are in need of information regarding two youngsters that might have passed your farm yesterday.”

      

      “I don’t know nothing about no youngsters,” the woman replied. “Is they on the run? You ain’t no sheriff,” she said with a sneer.

      

      “We are their family,” Marc interjected politely, but the woman scoffed.

      

      “I haven’t seen nothing. I’m no busybody,” she said and closed the door in their face. They stood in silence, looking shocked.

      

      “Well…” Andy said.

      

      “Let’s continue,” Marc said. They rode on to the next farm and knocked on the door. This farm was the complete opposite of the one before but equally pointless. The farmer's wife seemed much more interested in inviting Marc inside to give him breakfast; Andy might as well not have been there.

      

      Marc managed to excuse himself away, and they rode on to the next farm. They knocked on the front door, and loud barking could be heard. A large woman with a child on her hip answered.

      

      “Well this is a surprise,” she said regarding the men in front of her.

      

      “Hi Gretchen,” Marc said. Gretchen Pikes was Marc’s age and was the wife of Charles Pikes, who was the towns biggest horse rancher. She was a kind woman whom Marc had always liked.

      

      “Hello there, Marc,” she replied. “What brings you here?”

      

      “I’m looking for someone,” Marc said vaguely but Gretchen seemed unperturbed. “Did you see anyone unusual ride past your farm yesterday? Possibly late last night.”

      

      “No, no one,” Gretchen replied confidently bouncing the child on her hip.

      

      “Are you quite sure?” Andy asked her.

      

      “Yes, quite sure,” she replied. “I was out at the riding range all day yesterday, we have new stallions that we are breaking in. The path next to our town is very close to the range, and I did not see anyone. Well, except the mail carriage.”

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said gratefully.

      

      “Sure thing,” she replied still regarding the two of them surprisingly. Andy and Marc walked back towards the horses.

      

      “They have not gone to Casa Grande,” Andy said seriously.

      

      “No,” Marc agreed. “Where do you think Frank might take her?”

      

      “Take her?” Andy repeated but seemed to stop his retort. “My guess is that they rode north.”

      

      “Let’s ride out to the Thorndike farm,” Marc suggested. “They are at the county border, they might have seen something.”

      

      Andy agreed, and they rode on. As the morning wore on more and more people were out riding. More than once did riders do a double take as they recognized the two men riding together. It was completely unheard of to see these two men riding side-by-side. Finally, they arrived at the Thorndike farm. The farmyard was littered with chickens and sheep could be seen in the back yard.

      

      “How peculiar,” Marc remarked. Andy shrugged and knocked on the lavish-looking door knocker. The sound of piano playing stopped abruptly, and a man opened the door.

      

      “Why, Andy Wagner,” Webster Thorndike said, observing the two men in front of him. “And Marc Payton. My, my, to what do I owe the honor?”

      

      “Morning, Webster,” Andy said stiffly.

      

      “And how is your lovely sister,” Webster said smarmily to Andy.

      

      “She is well,” Andy said shortly.

      

      “Such a shame that she is no longer my pupil,” Webster said sycophantically. “Such a talent,” he added.

      

      “Yes, well, we would like to ask you…” Andy began, but Webster cut him off.

      

      “I will be the talk of the town, I’m sure, when I can tell everyone that the two rival boys came to visit little old me,” Webster added and Marc noticed Andy’s clenched fist, what an unpleasant man!

      

      “Would you happen to have seen unusual riders crossing your land yesterday?” Marc said determinedly.

      

      “Unusual riders?” Webster repeated, looking shrewdly at Marc.

      

      “Yes, a young man and a young woman,” Marc said calmly.

      

      “Why, I just cannot remember,” Webster replied with an unconvincing look of ignorance.

      

      “Thorndike,” Andy said harshly taking a step closer to him.

      

      “Andy,” Marc said warningly. “We should be on our way then,” he added, turning around and pulling Andy with him.

      

      “Wait!” Thorndike said quickly.

      

      “We won’t bother you more, sir,” Marc said and walked on. “Have a good day.”

      

      “I may have seen two riders, one who looked mighty like your younger brother Frank, riding in the early hours yesterday,” Webster said. “They seemed to be heading in the direction of Blackwater.”

      

      Andy stopped to turn around, but Marc stopped him, “Thank you for your help,” Marc said, tipping Thorndike his hat and kept on walking towards their horses. Thorndike scoffed and bustled back into his house, slamming the door. “Why did you stop me?” Andy asked.

      

      “He wanted to egg you on,” Marc replied, “I did not want to humor him.”

      

      “Thank you,” Andy said after a short silence.

      

      “We should ride swiftly,” Marc said looking towards the horizon. “We will need to make up for lost time.”

      

      “Yes,” Andy replied, looking tormented.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “We should find shelter for tonight soon,” Marc said to Andy as they rode up to the prairie.

      

      They had been riding for a long time, and the sky was growing increasingly dark, and soon they would not be able to see each other. They would not reach Blackwater that day, that much was clear. The ride had been mostly silent, the two men both deep in thought. Never in a million years could I have imagined that I would be riding up north with Andy Wagner!

      

      “There is a barn not far from here,” Andy nodded in the direction of ahead of them. They both kicked their horses onwards and approached the abandoned-looking building.

      

      “I will start a bonfire,” Marc said as he jumped off his horse.

      

      “I will take care of the horses,” Andy said, putting his hand out to take the reins. Marc hesitated for a moment then handed him the reins.

      

      “Thank you,” he said. This is going to be an awkward night. Marc walked towards the barn and peered inside. It was completely empty, apart from a few old hay bales, a broken bucket, and a water canteen. Marc walked around, trying to find a good spot to start a fire when he noticed the half-covered remains of a fire.

      

      He bent down to examine it and pushed the burnt twigs. The ash was dark gray, and although it was cold, it had obviously been lit quite recently. “Andy!” Marc called. Andy looked up from where he was unbuckling the saddle on Marc’s horse.

      

      “Someone lit a fire here,” Marc said, still examining the remains. “Recently,” he added.

      

      “I will look around for signs of people,” Andy said as he hung the saddle on a shaky looking fence post. He left the barn.

      

      Could this be the marks of robbers? Eloy was a relatively safe county, but you did not have to ride far to encounter cattle poachers or robbers, and they were close to the vast Indian reservation, where few dared to ride.

      

      Andy returned into the barn. “I saw fresh hoof prints in the direction of Blackwater,” Andy said. “Prints for two horses,” he added.

      

      “Do you think it could have been Frank and Clarissa?” Marc asked. He had a hard time imagining his sister in a place like this.

      

      “Possibly,” Andy replied as he sat down.

      

      Marc walked outside to gather branches and twigs for the fire. He had collected enough when he noticed something white stuck to a branch by the overgrown road. He laid the wood on the ground and moved closer to examine it. It was a handkerchief, that had snagged stuck to the low hanging tree branch.

      

      He took it and turned it around in his palm; it had the initials A.P. stitched onto them. He felt a mixture of relief and anger at the sight of the embossed letters. “They were here,” Marc said as he entered back inside the barn, dumping the wood on the ground.

      

      “How can you be certain?” Andy asked.

      

      “This,” Marc showed him the handkerchief. Andy took it and looked over the letters.

      

      “A.P?”

      

      “It’s one of our mother’s handkerchiefs,” Marc said taking the white cloth back. “Clarissa must have taken one before she left,” he crunched the fabric into his pocket angrily then he began preparing the fire. Again, they did not speak.

      

      In a long while, the fire was finally hot enough to cook on. Marc produced a small pot and a tin of beans. He had been preoccupied when he packed and ended up grabbing day-old bread, a few tins, and some cheese. Andy took out the pie, carefully wrapped in a clean cloth. Marc’s mouth watered at the sight of it.

      

      “We will share this,” Andy said when he noticed the look on Marc’s face.

      

      “No, there is no need,” Marc dismissed. “I have food.”

      

      “Olivia always gives me too much,” Andy insisted.

      

      I will be able to taste Olivia’s cooking. Andy is offering me a peace offering! “Thank you very much,” Marc said. Andy divided the pie into portions and gave Marc a piece.

      

      “It’s quite good cold,” Andy said somewhat awkwardly. Marc took a bite of the cold pie and realized that Andy was right. They ate in silence and Marc grabbed the whiskey bottle from his bag. He opened the bottle and took a large swig.

      

      “For warmth,” he said handing Andy the bottle. For a moment he thought Andy would knock the bottle from his hand but then he slowly stretched out his hand, accepting the bottle.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat at the kitchen table, drumming her fingers on the surface. She was too anxious to eat or to do anything. Andy and Marc had ridden out hours ago. Her tea was cold in front of her, and the knot in her stomach seemed to tighten slightly with every breath. She had already cleaned out the chicken coop and rearranged the spices in the kitchen and changed the beds.

      

      She always cleaned when she was nervous. Ever since she had been a little girl, cleaning was her way to face fears and nerves. She had a vague memory of cleaning her room again and again after her mother died. What will Andy do when he finds Frank? Will he banish him from the family like my grandfather did to Mary? And what will Marc do to Clarissa?

      

      The idea that Marc would be cruel to his sister made her hair stand on end. But surely not. Marc is a kind and educated man… But this is a matter of pride and family honor. She got up and began cleaning the kitchen counter. There was really no need but she had to find a way to keep her mind occupied.

      

      Her heart nearly jumped out of her chest when a knock sounded at the front door, “Ms. Wagner?” a young voice called, “Ms. Wagner, are you there?” Olivia removed her apron and opened the front door.

      

      “Joshua?” she said surprised.

      

      “Good evening Ms. Wagner,” young Joshua Green said, bowing his head, “I’m sorry to be coming by so late…”

      

      “What are you doing here?” Olivia asked.

      

      “Oh, I work at the Blue Willow Ranch now,” the young man said proudly. “Mr. Payton hired me when he came to see my family again.”

      

      I cannot believe it! How awfully kind of Marc! Olivia felt her heart beat rapidly at the thought of Marc’s generosity but then she focused on Joshua again. “But why are you here, and so late?” she asked.

      

      “Well, it’s just,” Joshua looked uncertain. “It’s the old worker at the Blue Willow Ranch, old O’Leary,” he finally said.

      

      “What of him?” Olivia asked.

      

      “He has been coughing, a lot, and he seems very ill,” Joshua said worryingly.

      

      “Oh no,” Olivia gasped.

      

      “And you see, it’s getting dark now, and both the Paytons are away…” Joshua looked desperately at Olivia. “You were the only one I could think of.”

      

      “I see,” Olivia replied thoughtfully.

      

      “And old O’Leary absolutely refuses to let me fetch Doc Bourne,” Joshua added.

      

      “I will go with you,” Olivia said. “Let me just get ready; I will be quick.”

      

      “I’ll fetch your horse,” Joshua said, already walking towards the stable.

      

      “Oh, all right then,” Olivia said a little flustered. He certainly looks different than the last time I saw him, but he is just as helpful as then. Bless him… Olivia hurried into the house. I will need to change, she thought as she looked for her her small bag of medicine. She changed into her brown riding pants and returned to the kitchen. She grabbed a flask from the pantry and went into the garden to pick a few herbs, just in case.

      

      It was getting dark, and she had a hard time finding the correct ones. She then walked out to the front of the house where Joshua was waiting with her horse. “Let’s ride,” Olivia said. “Are you on foot?” she asked looking around. Joshua who looked away, embarrassed.

      

      “Yes,” he said. “We only had the one horse which father took when he…” his words died out as he looked away from her.

      

      “You should ride Cleo,” Olivia said. “She’s our workhorse, she’s slow but rides well.”

      

      “No, I could not do that,” Joshua said apprehensively.

      

      “I insist,” Olivia said, “I think it imperative that you have a horse now, in case we will require more help.”

      

      “Thank you, miss,” Joshua said gratefully. He walked into the stable to fetch Cleo. Soon after they were on their way to the Blue Willow Ranch

      

      As soon as they arrived Joshua jumped off his horse and helped Olivia step down. “O’Leary’s in the log cabin,” Joshua said as he took the two horses into the stable. Olivia walked in that direction, stopping for a moment to look around. How similar the two farms are!  She had never been there before.

      

      She felt as if she could see signs of Marc all around her, and she felt him course through her veins—she was getting a private inside look at his life. A loud cough brought her back to reality. She hurried towards the log cabin.

      

      “Mr. O’Leary?” Olivia said gently as she knocked on the half-open door. “Mr. O’Leary?”

      

      A nasty sounding cough answered her. Oh dear, that does not sound too good. She pushed open the door and entered. The old man she had often seen at church was laying on a small cot, covered in sweat and gasping with every breath.

      

      “Ms. Wagner?” O’Leary said hoarsely as he made out who had entered the cabin.

      

      “Yes, O’Leary,” Olivia smiled at him kindly. “Young Joshua came to fetch me; he did not like the sound of your cough.”

      

      “Oh, that boy,” O’Leary sighed weakly. “He ought not to have bothered you, miss.”

      

      “Well, I for one am glad he did,” Olivia said grabbing a clean cloth from her bag and soaking it in the water jug next to the bed. She began softly wiping his forehead, but he tried to push her away and sit up.

      

      “Lay down, please,” Olivia said, pushing him gently back onto the bed.

      

      “You should not be here, wasting your time with a useless old codger like me,” he said but very quiet as his frail voice could not carry more weight.

      

      “I think I am meant to be here,” Olivia said kindly continuing to wipe his forehead, and this time he did not resist.
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        * * *

      

      Marc watched the fire as the sky became brighter while the moon rose higher. Where is Clarissa now? Where did she spend last night? Out under the stars, completely vulnerable? His temper flaring up again. How could she do this? To me? Did she really think I would disapprove of marriage if Frank had only asked for her hand? Clarissa, you are such a fool…

      

      His jaw clenched as all his worries for his sister seemed to overflow his mind. When they were riding, he could keep his fears at bay. Now they pestered him. “This is most likely small comfort, but Frank is a kind man,” Andy said quietly, and Marc realized he had been watching him.

      

      “You’re right; it’s a small comfort,” Marc retorted but hastily added. “Thank you.” Andy did not seem offended.

      

      “I just cannot imagine why she would do such a thing!” Marc blurted out. “So soon after we lose our parents and she behaved in such a manner… she could get killed!” he said, standing up and pacing around. Andy still sat but observed Marc as he walked back and forth.

      

      “She wants me to treat her as an adult, but then she does something like this!” he barked, punching the barn wall in frustration.

      

      “This is my fault,” Andy said quietly, now staring into the fire. “I have sheltered Frank for too long. He does not truly realize what the consequences are to his actions and therefore he did this… this act of rebellion,” he finished looking coldly into the fire.

      

      “Well, Clarissa is young…” Marc said. “She is easily persuaded.” He sat back down and grabbed the whiskey bottle again.

      

      “To misbehaving siblings,” he toasted into the air, handing Andy the bottle. Andy chuckled and took the bottle.

      

      “To misbehaving siblings!”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia walked out of the log cabin, her sleeves rolled up and her hair tied back. She approached the Payton house and stood timidly by the front door. She needed hot water, and she had sent Joshua home a while ago. This is his home… This felt intrusive, going into Marc’s home without him. But she needed water.

      

      She took a deep breath and entered the house. The first thing that greeted her was the picture of his parents. Clarissa was her mother’s twin; they were so alike. Marc was more of a mixture between his parents. She smiled as she noted the likeness with Marc’s father and him. She then hurried into the kitchen and began heating water.

      

      This kitchen has seen better days, she thought as she observed the messy room. There were pots all over the counter, the butter was uncovered, and the sink had dishes in it. As the water boiled, she poured it into a small basin and carefully walked back out to the log cabin.

      

      She had cleaned O’Leary and given him drops for the fever. He had fallen asleep, but she did not like the sound of the gurgling in his breathing. She had asked Joshua to ride to Doc Bourne before he arrived to work the next day, despite O’Leary’s objections.

      

      She nearly dropped the water basin as she noticed a dark-clad figure standing outside the Payton home. The dark figure approached her slowly, and she felt paralyzed with fright.

      

      “Evening,” the dark man said to her kindly.

      

      Olivia stared at the man, unable to speak.

      

      “My name is Red,” the man said. “I work for Mr. Payton,” he added.

      

      “Oh, I see,” Olivia said, her voice returning.

      

      “You’re the young Wagner sister,” Red said simply.

      

      “Yes,” Olivia replied.

      

      “And you are here taking care of O’Leary,” he said, again it was a statement, he wasn’t asking.

      

      “Yes,” Olivia said softly.

      

      “How is he?” Red asked.

      

      “Not at all well,” Olivia said her voice full of concern. “I have managed to maintain his fever, but the cough is harsh and deep. It is out of my knowledge of how to treat his cough. I have tried everything I can think of.”

      

      “He needs Broom Snakeweed,” Red said stoically.

      

      “Broom Snakeweed?” Olivia said, perplexed.

      

      “And Chokecherry. A broth made from the Snakeweed roots, and a paste from the bark of the Chokecherry,” he said.

      

      “I have never heard of it,” Olivia said.

      

      “This will help,” Red said. “These herbs are much used by my people.”

      

      “Your people?” Olivia asked and was surprised as Red smiled at her.

      

      “I will make this,” he said, and his eyes stared into hers. “But you will need to apply it to his chest every hour, and he will need to drink the broth as hot as he can take it, and he must breath in the fumes of it,” he said seriously.

      

      “Will it work?” Olivia asked sincerely.

      

      “Yes,” Red answered simply. “But you will need to keep silent about this and that it came from me.”

      

      “Why?” Olivia asked shocked.

      

      “It simply must be this way,” Red said.

      

      “If you insist,” she replied.

      

      “I will bring it soon,” Red said and walked away.

      

      What a strange man, and yet I feel a strong urge to trust him…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia stifled her yawn as she applied the brownish paste onto O’Leary’s chest. It was the middle of the night. Red had arrived with the strange smelling paste in a small jar and a fist-sized bunch of roots tied together with string. Olivia made broth from the roots – the smell was very pungent, and she helped O’Leary sit up to drink the hot liquid. He seemed to be entirely out of it, and Olivia feared she was making a mistake.

      

      What if this Red is actually poisoning O’Leary? And using me as his tool? But although he seems disorientated his breathing is calmer. Or am I simply imagining? I’m so tired…

      

      Olivia startled as someone softly said her name. What? Who’s there? How did I not notice you enter the cabin? She blinked her eyes trying to regain her senses. She looked around and noticed it was bright outside.

      

      “Ms. Wagner?” Joshua was saying softly.

      

      “Uhm, Joshua?” Olivia said groggily. “What are you doing here?”

      

      “It’s morning, miss,” Joshua said slowly. “You were sleeping,” he added carefully.

      

      “I did not realize,” Olivia blustered. “Oh, my, how is O’Leary?” she turned around to look at O’Leary. He was still sleeping, and the brown paste had created an odd stain on his nightshirt.

      

      “Why don’t you go inside the house and rest?” Joshua said, his young face filled with worry. “I’m sure Mr. Payton won’t mind!”

      

      “Oh, no I could not do that,” Olivia said getting up, but she sat down almost at once as she was still bewildered from sleep.

      

      “I think you ought to, miss,” Joshua said. “I mean no disrespect, but you look like a ghost.”

      

      Olivia smiled at his words, “I take no disrespect, but perhaps you’re right. I don’t think I’m in any state to ride.”

      

      Joshua smiled, looking relieved as he walked with her towards the house. “You will let me know if O’Leary wakes up or when Doc Bourne arrives?” Olivia said.

      

      “I promise, miss,” Joshua said earnestly.

      

      “Thank you, Joshua,” Olivia said kindly and walked towards the Payton home. She entered and looked around; it looked so different in the early morning sun. She could see the remnants of their parents scattered around the house. Boots in the kitchen, an old-fashioned apron that was surely not Clarissa’s. It must be hard to be surrounded by these memories, the constant reminders of the family they once were.

      

      Olivia walked in the hallway and peered into one room. This must be Clarissa’s room. She closed the door and looked behind another door. A cloud of dust greeted her. Oh dear, she thought —this must be their parent's bedroom. She closed the door quietly and walked to the very end of the hallway. She pushed open the door, and a shiver ran through her body as she stepped into the room. Marc’s room.

      

      She stroked a finger over the bedspread and inhaled deeply. It was like being back in his arms. On his bedside table was a lamp and a stack of books. She opened his wardrobe and gently touched the jacket that hung there. There was a suit there, and her heart ached as she was surrounded by him. She turned towards the bed and got in. Almost as soon as her head touched his pillow, she fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Marc turned to his side and woke up suddenly. He had been dreaming of Olivia. How real it was. Olivia in my home — in our home. He sat up and saw Andy packing up his bag. “We should ride out soon,” Andy said, not looking at him.

      

      “Yeah,” Marc said as he rubbed his hand over his face and got up. He put out the dim fire and hastily stuffed his things back into his bag. They saddled their horses and then they were off.

      

      “It is not far to the next town,” Andy said, pointing beyond a hill not far from them. They rode in silence, but at least it was an amicable one for a change. They arrived to find not so much a town as a single tavern. They dismounted and Marc tried to open the tavern door.

      

      “It’s closed,” he said, yanking the handle.

      

      “We are early,” Andy pointed out.

      

      “You don’t say,” Marc scoffed back.

      

      Andy was about to retort back when a window above them opened.

      

      “What is the meaning of this?” an annoyed voice called out the window. “You are like two talking goddamn roosters, the way you’re yapping on.”

      

      “We mean no disrespect, but we are in need of information,” Marc said to the disembodied voice. “Regarding a missing young woman,” he added, signalling Andy to keep quiet.

      

      “Stop this, Jeff,” another voice, this time a woman’s, said. “Go downstairs and talk to ’em.”

      

      “Fine,” the man said. A little bit of time passed until a heavy lock could be heard turning and a short, balding man with a scowl appeared at the door.

      

      “Yes?” Jeff said gruffly.

      

      “Good morning, sir,” Marc said very politely, “I am looking for my sister; she is missing. I only want to get her safely back home, and I have reason to believe she passed your fine establishment sometime yesterday.” Andy raised his eyebrows in Marc’s direction.

      

      “I see,” Jeff said warily. “I’m not one to gossip about folk, no sir! But there was a young man here, yesterday. Came asking for a map. Even bought my wife’s inedible pies—the whole lot of them,” he said with a barking laugh.

      

      “I heard that!” his wife’s voice called.

      

      “Could you describe the man?” Marc asked.

      

      “Oh, he wasn’t like the folk that comes here, that’s sure. Let’s see…” Jeff paused as he thought, “He was thin, blonde hair and dressed like he was going to church.”

      

      Marc looked at Andy. That sure sounds like Frank. “Thank you, sir, you have been a big help,” Marc said tipping his hat.

      

      “I did not see no girl with ’im, though,” Jeff said.

      

      “I understand,” Marc said simply. “Again, thank you.” Marc turned around, leaving Jeff looking perplexed.

      

      “You did it again,” Andy said looking oddly at Marc as they rode away from the small tavern.

      

      “What?” Marc asked.

      

      “Got the information you needed and still shut him down, just as you did with Thorndike,” Andy contemplated.

      

      “Well, I did not want Thorndike to get the satisfaction of egging you on, and this Jeff would never have told us anything if he thought we were lawmen after a wanted man, this tavern is most likely filled with outlaws and criminals. But if we were searching for a young woman—folk just seem to wanna help when that’s the case,” Marc said.

      

      “You ought to have become a sheriff,” Andy said not looking at him.

      

      “Thank you?” Marc replied, not entirely sure if it was a compliment or not.
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        * * *

      

      “Ms. Wagner,” Joshua said quietly, “I see Doc Bourne approaching.”

      

      Olivia woke up and was momentarily confused about where she was. She sat up and then the happenings of the night before came flooding back to her. “Thank you, Joshua, I’ll be out in a minute,” she said, getting up and walking into the kitchen. She rummaged for a while searching for coffee.

      

      This kitchen is in such disarray. How ever do they find anything? She finally found the almost empty tin of coffee and began heating water. When the coffee was ready, she poured three mugs and carried outside. She walked towards the log cabin where Joshua was. Doc Bourne's horse was tied to the fence post.

      

      “I brought you some coffee,” Olivia said handing him a cup.

      

      “Thank you,” Joshua said taking a sip.

      

      “How has he been?” Olivia asked.

      

      “He was still sleeping when I last checked on him,” Joshua said looking at the cabin door. “I opened the windows, I hope you don’t mind,” he said looking apprehensive.

      

      “Of course not,” Olivia said kindly.

      

      “Mother always said that fresh air was of the utmost importance during illness,” Joshua said shyly. “She said that the illness needs a place to fly away to. Otherwise, it just keeps flying back into the soul…” his voice trailed off, and his ears turned red. “You must think me a small boy, for believing that.”

      

      “I certainly do not think that,” Olivia said determinately. “I think your mother makes a good point,” she smiled kindly.

      

      “Thank you,” Joshua said.

      

      “Ms. Wagner,” Doc Bourne said as he walked out of the cabin.

      

      “Doc Bourne,” Olivia greeted and handed him a mug of coffee.

      

      “Thank you, you are sweet,” the doctor smiled at her. “So, I hear you were nursing old O’Leary last night.”

      

      “I was,” Olivia replied.

      

      “I must say, I did not expect, well, you to be here,” Doc Bourne said shrewdly. “At the Payton family farm!”

      

      Oh boy, what can I tell him? Olivia looked away for a moment. “The Paytons are away at the moment,” she finally said. “And young Joshua Green was worried about O’Leary.”

      

      “And he came and fetched you?” the doctor asked.

      

      “Yes, we are neighbours after all,” Olivia said.

      

      “That is true,” Doc Bourne said staring at Olivia, and then he seemed to let it go. “I don’t know what to tell you, Ms. Wagner.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Olivia asked nervously. Were my fears correct? Did I do more harm than good?

      

      “I don’t really know what happened, or what you did,” he continued.

      

      Oh, dear Lord, please let it not have been a poison!

      

      “His cough is gone,” Doc Bourne said.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Olivia could not believe her ears. “The cough is…”

      

      “Gone, yes,” Doc Bourne said. “I noticed a jar of ointment of some sorts on his bedside table,” he continued. “Is that what you used?”

      

      What can I tell him? Should I lie to Doc Bourne to keep Red’s promise? I cannot say it is my concoction…

      

      “It is the paste I used, yes,” Olivia said carefully.

      

      “Snakeweed if I’m not mistaken?” he asked with a small smile.

      

      “Yes,” Olivia answered.

      

      “Well, I have not seen this mixture before,” he said looking searchingly at her. “You must make me a batch.”

      

      “I will see to have that arranged,” Olivia answered vaguely.

      

      “Well, young Ms Wagner,” Doc Bourne said cheerfully, “I will be off then. Let me know if O’Leary takes a turn for the worse, and I look forward to receiving the mixture,” he winked at her and gave her a small bow. Olivia held in her breath until the doctor had walked all the way towards his horse.

      

      She walked into the log cabin and was amazed to see the difference. O’Leary’s gurgle was completely gone, and the room looked much cleaner. I must find Red and thank him. This is a miracle.
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        * * *

      

      Marc adjusted his posture as he and Andy continued riding. They had only made one small stop since the tavern and Marc could feel how Spirit, his horse, was growing tired from the continued riding. “My horse will need to rest soon,” Marc said to Andy.

      

      “Fine, we can ride to that clearing ahead,” Andy suggested. They rode towards a small clearing from the road that led to Chandler City, Gilbert City, and eventually to Scottsdale. Frank has barely ever met Aunt Mary. Is it likely he would go to her? He led his horse down towards a small stream where it began drinking at once. Marc had sat down close to the stream, his hat partially covering his face as he rested. I cannot rest…

      

      Andy walked around the small enclosure and was dizzy from his thoughts. What will I do when I meet Frank? Or will I perhaps never see him again? Like Grandfather and Aunt Mary… Would I be able to do that? To turn my back to my family. He walked further away from the closure and did not take particular notice to where he was walking.

      

      A rustle of leaves behind him grabbed his attention. He stopped walking and looked up and noticed how far he had wandered away. He turned around, and at once a sharp blow hit him on the side of the head, and everything went black.

      

      “He’s not carrying anything.”

      

      “Check his pockets.”

      

      “I already did.”

      

      “Well check again.”

      

      “Stop it, you two.”

      

      Andy stirred and felt strange hands rummaging in his pockets. Blinding pain shot from where he had been bludgeoned. He tried to open his eyes, but the pain made him close them at once. “He must have his horse somewhere around here,” the smarmy voice that had reprimanded the other two said.

      

      “I think he’s waking up,” another voice said.

      

      “Good, we will take him with us,” the smarmy voice said gleefully. “Who knows what he is carrying.” Someone pushed Andy upwards and forced him to walk. Slowly his eyes could make out his surroundings.

      

      “Le’ go o’ me,” Andy slurred groggily.

      

      “Shut up,” the voice to his right said.

      

      “It was foolish of you to wander around this area, alone and with no weapon,” the smarmy man gloated. “Very foolish.” Andy tried to break free from them, but the two men at his sides only held him tighter. He noticed they were getting nearer to the closure and he could see Marc in the distant, apparently asleep. What have I gotten us into!  

      

      “Marc!” Andy yelled, and his captors punched him in the stomach; he buckled over, and the men half carried him the rest of the way.

      

      “You should not have done that,” the smarmy voice said in his ear, not sounding gleeful anymore. “Come out with your hands in the air,” he called to Marc. “Or else your buddy will pay the price.”

      

      “Good afternoon,” Marc said. How can he sound so calm? “What seems to be the problem gentlemen?” Marc asked as if he were asking about the weather. “If you are looking for valuables I’m afraid you are barking up the wrong tree.”

      

      “You have mighty fine horses,” the smarmy man said.

      

      “The horses are good, that I can agree upon,” Marc said casually.

      

      “I am willing to bet that your partner here will give us the horses in exchange for your life,” the smarmy voice taunted Andy.

      

      “I’m sorry to disappoint,” Marc said. “But that will not happen.”

      

      “You will not save your partner's life?” the voice repeated. “Do you hear that?” he said to Andy.

      

      What is he playing at? Is this his revenge for me turning him down? Is Marc Payton truly that spiteful?

      

      “I cannot trade my boss’s horses for a life of a single man,” Marc said seriously. “Not when the consequences would be so much more dire than the loss of one life,” he ended sombrely.

      

      What on earth is he talking about?

      

      “What are you on about?” the man on Andy’s right said.

      

      “We are moving these horses,” Marc said, and now he sounded dangerous. “For our boss.”

      

      “Who’s your boss?” the smarmy man said but without his bravado.

      

      “My partner's life is not worth revealing his name,” Marc said. “By all means kill my partner and take the horses, but you have been warned.” The three captors looked uneasily at each other.

      

      “Know this,” Marc warned. “If you take these horses you better ride fast and far away if you want you or your family to survive. Our boss is truly a ruthless man.”

      

      “Well, there are only two horses,” the man on Andy’s right said. “And I know you two would not allow me to ride so you can deal with this boss man on your own,” he said and let go of Andy. The other man holding Andy looked at his partner leaving and dropped Andy as well.

      

      “Yeah, well, I don’t fancy leaving, so you were just lucky,” the other man said, following his partner. Andy made to get up, but the smarmy man held him down and pointed a pistol at his head.

      

      “Not so fast,” he said, “I reckon I’ll take my chances with your boss.” He pulled back the hammer of the gun and Andy felt the cold metal touch his skull. Suddenly there was a loud banging sound, and Andy fell to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Andy!” Marc called. “Andy, are you all right?” he asked, pulling Andy towards him.

      

      “What happened?” Andy asked looking down his blood-soaked pants, but he felt no pain; at least not in his legs.

      

      “That bastard fell on you. I thought for a moment I had hit you!” Marc said looking to the men behind them. Andy turned to see the smarmy voiced man clutching his knee, and the two other men that had been holding him up were hurrying away from them. The sight was almost comical, if he had not been shaking from both shock and anger.

      

      “You shot him?” Andy asked, gobsmacked.

      

      “In the leg,” Marc admitted. “I am no killer, but I could not take the chance that he would shoot you.”

      

      I cannot believe it. Marc saved my life!

      

      “Come, I think we better get going,” Marc said. “They might have left, but there is no way knowing if they’ll be back.”

      

      “How’s your head?” he asked.

      

      “It’s fine,” Andy dismissed. “It’s just a flesh wound,” he said as he touched the bleeding side of his face. He walked towards the water and bent down to clean the cut.

      

      “You have got some mouth, you do,” Andy said as he cupped water in his palm to wash away most of the blood from his pants. “What made you make up the story of the boss?”

      

      “I just took a chance,” Marc said, “I only saw one gun, and the two seemed to take orders from the one whom I shot. They did not look too threatening, and as this area is filled with outlaws, I figured this was the most likely way to get to them.”

      

      “You noticed all this from just looking?” Andy said staring at Marc. “Thank you,” he finally said.

      

      “You are welcome,” Marc said. “You sure you’re fit to ride?”

      

      “I’m alive,” Andy said simply, mounting his horse laboriously.

      

      “Well then, let’s ride,” Marc said.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood in the Payton kitchen and debated with herself. It is mighty presumptuous of me to rearrange their kitchen. Perhaps I’ll just clean it a little… And maybe just, rearrange a little. She smiled to herself and began cleaning the countertop. There was a layer of filth that had not been cleaned in a while, and she noticed that with some very slight changes it would be easier to cook and not make a mess.

      

      Before she knew it, she was deep inside the pantry, refilling jars and properly sealing jars and tins. I am simply being a good neighbour, she tried to convince herself. But her mind wandered into dangerous grounds. Pictures of her in this home, her home… She tried to banish the images but was unable to. Marc sitting in the living room, reading a book. The smell of her mother’s braided bread and the tittering footsteps of tiny feet…

      

      Stop this Olivia, she reprimanded herself, it is unhealthy to lead the mind down these impossible paths. A knock on the kitchen window made her look up. There stood O’Leary waving her with a huge smile. She dashed outside.

      

      “What are you doing out of bed?” she exclaimed.

      

      “Oh, I just came to give my humble thanks,” O’Leary said, happily but still sounding weak.

      

      “Come sit down,” Olivia said, guiding him towards the steps in front of the house. He allowed her to help him sit down, patting her hand kindly.

      

      “You must get tired of hearing this, but you truly are as an angel sent to us down from heaven,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

      

      “Oh, you are too kind,” Olivia said, flushing slightly.

      

      “Only an angel could have saved me as you did,” O’Leary said. “I have not felt this good in a very long time; I must say.”

      

      “Is that so?” she said uncomfortably. How can I lie to the man? I do not want to take credit where it is not earned.

      

      “Your angelic hands nursed me back to health,” he said. “I feel ten years younger.”

      

      “Well, truth be told,” Olivia hesitated. “I was merely a tool…”

      

      “The Lord's tool, yes,” he interrupted her. “That much is sure.”

      

      “Uhm…” she was at a loss for words.

      

      “You are too humble my child,” he said kindly. “Now I will rest. Would you mind walking with me back to my cabin?”

      

      “Of course, of course,” Olivia said, standing up to hold him up. She accompanied him to his cabin, her mind racing.
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        * * *

      

      Marc rode besides Andy and could not help but notice how he winced slightly with every movement. He is not telling how much he is injured.  “Let’s head to Gilbert City and find an inn to stay at,” Marc said. “Both of us would benefit from sleeping in a bed.” Andy grimaced slightly as they began riding down a small hill but grunted his agreement. “We can decide where to ride next after a hot meal.”

      

      Andy grunted his approval again, and they continued riding. The outlines of the approaching city gave Marc hope. I know my Clarissa. She will have had to send a letter or two, so I will inquire at the post office. They were soon riding the main street. They tied the horses' reins to the hitching posts. This is like being back in San Francisco, Marc mused as he looked around the busy street.

      

      He spotted the inn and walked towards it, leaving Andy behind as he had sat down next to the hitching post breathing heavily. A bell clanged as he entered. The interior was extremely dirty and broken glass was scattered over the floor.

      

      “Hello there,” an older looking woman in a dress much too tight said to him.

      

      “Afternoon,” Marc said, “I require two rooms.”

      

      “Sure thing, sweet things,” she said with a shrill giggle. “How many hours?”

      

      “Hours?” Marc asked. “For the night at least.”

      

      “My, my, we are going to be busy,” she said looking him up and down.

      

      “You know what,” Marc said quickly, “I need to reconvene with my partner, sorry for the troubles.” He tipped his hat and ignored the scowl she sent him. This sort of establishment is the very last thing Andy Wagner needs right now. He looked up and down the street and noticed a large building with golden painted letters, spelling ‘Hotel.’ That’s better!

      

      He walked towards the hotel and entered. He booked two rooms, and half carried Andy towards the building. “You need rest,” Marc said seriously. “Go to the room now and rest. I will see if there are any signs that they were here.” Andy nodded his head in agreement which convinced Marc of his suspicions.
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        * * *

      

      “Joshua!” Olivia called into the stable, “Joshua!”

      

      “Yes, miss,” Joshua said as he came running towards her.

      

      “Dear, I need to head back home,” Olivia said. “I will return tomorrow to see how O’Leary is doing.”

      

      “Thank you again, Ms. Wagner,” Joshua said. “I do not know what I would have done without you!”

      

      “I’m just glad you came to me,” Olivia smiled kindly at him.

      

      “Should I fetch your horse?” he asked.

      

      “That would be welcome,” she replied. She went inside the house to fetch her bag. The kitchen looked completely different. She had truly tried not to go overboard, but she got lost in her cleaning and daydreaming. She walked outside and stroked her faithful horse, “Let’s go home,” she whispered and mounted.

      

      Joshua waved her goodbye, and she rode the short way back home. It was strange being in the house completely alone. She did not expect Andy to return for at least another day, although she hoped he would be back soon. She’d walked to the stove to heat water when she heard the hooves of a horse. She ran outside to see who it was. Could it be Andy? That’s not possible, is it?

      

      It was Red, in his black clothes, riding without a saddle. “Good evening,” he said in his calm, stoic voice.

      

      “Red!” Olivia exclaimed happily. “Oh Red, you are just the man I wanted to speak with!”

      

      “Is that so?” he said surprised as he slid off his horse.

      

      “Yes!” Olivia beamed at him. “Your paste and roots have cured O’Leary! It is truly a miracle.”

      

      “I am glad he is well,” Red replied.

      

      “Doc Bourne could not believe it,” Olivia said. “He was most interested in your mixture.”

      

      “Did you tell him who made it?” Red asked her rather harshly.

      

      “No…” Olivia said solemnly, “I would never betray your trust.”

      

      “Good,” he said looking relieved.

      

      “But pardon me if I am too bold,” Olivia said. “You really ought to give Doc Bourne your recipe. You could help many people.”

      

      “No, that is not possible,” Red said abruptly.

      

      “Why not?” Olivia asked.

      

      “You would not understand,” Red said.

      

      “Then explain it to me, please,” Olivia asked him.

      

      “As soon as people know where this mixture comes from; who made it, they will fear it— they will put blame on me,” he growled. “That is how it has always been,” he added.

      

      “I’m very sorry,” Olivia said, tears in her eyes. At her words, Red looked at her, a curious look on his face.

      

      “You do not deny it, nor do you defend it?” he asked. “You simply say you're sorry.”

      

      “Should I not be?” Olivia asked. “I meant no harm,” she said sincerely.

      

      “I know,” Red said. “It is simply unusual.” He paused and looked at her for a long while. “I will give you the recipe, and you alone.”

      

      “You will?” Olivia said amazed.

      

      “Yes,” Red said still appraising her. “But you must not give anyone else the recipe or tell where you got it, am I clear?

      

      “Yes,” Olivia replied.

      

      “Good,” Red replied and gave her a small mysterious smile. “Now to the reason I came. I noticed your cattle are still high in the land. Your brothers will not arrive for at least two days. I want to offer my help.”

      

      “You would? Will you manage while taking care of Marc’s cattle as well?” Olivia asked.

      

      “I will,” he answered simply, then added. “I will not round them up, that I will not manage alone; however, I can move them in the right direction.”

      

      “You are too kind,” Olivia said full of gratitude. “We will pay you for your troubles; you have my word.”

      

      “Thank you, Ms. Wagner,” Red said and tipped her his hat. “Good night.”

      

      “Good night,” Olivia said. How fortunate am I to have met Red! But it saddens me that he wants me to keep his wonder recipe secret. I will not feel right claiming it to be mine.
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        * * *

      

      Marc entered the local post office in Gilbert City. It was much bigger than the one back home in Eloy, and it was filled with people. He walked up towards the front table where a man in a postal office uniform, with spectacles perched on his nose, was comparing two documents.

      

      “Good day,” Marc said to the man.

      

      “One moment,” the man said as he continued reading, holding up his index finger. Marc stood patiently, watching the man. “Yes?” the man finally said, looking up at Marc.

      

      “I am searching for a young woman,” Marc said. “My sister in fact, and I would like to inquire whether it is possible that she came to this post office, sometime yesterday.”

      

      The man looked suspiciously at Marc and took a while to speak. “The U.S. Postal Service does not divulge personal information about its clientele,” he said curtly.

      

      “My sister is young and will face no punishment when I track her down.” Marc continued, “I only worry about her.”

      

      “I have given you my answer,” the postal officer said. “Now leave unless you wish to send a letter.”

      

      “I must insist you reconsider your stance,” Marc said losing his patience. “My sister is not safe out here alone…”

      

      “I have given you my answer,” the postal officer repeated his voice higher in pitch. “Now leave at once, sir.”

      

      “Fine,” Marc said, turning his back to the insufferable man and walking away.

      

      “You should have paid him,” a voice said behind Marc as he left the post office. He turned around and saw a kid looking at him daringly.

      

      “Paid?” Marc replied.

      

      “Here you always have to pay,” the kid said. “For everything.”

      

      “Well, I’m going…” Marc said but the kid cut him off.

      

      “I heard you’re looking for information,” the boy whispered.

      

      “You heard?” Marc replied suspiciously.

      

      “Yeah,” the boy said, then he looked around to see if anyone was listening. “What’s it worth to you?”

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Marc said incredulously.

      

      “How much?” the boy said nodding his head. “How much will you pay?”

      

      “I won’t listen to this nonsense,” Marc said angrily and began walking away.

      

      “No, wait!” the boy called after him. “Has your sister got long dark hair?”

      

      Marc stopped in his tracks, “What did you say?” he said as he turned to face the boy again.

      

      “I’ll tell ya more after you pay,” the boy said. Marc looked at the boy. He was filthy, in clothes that were too small and looked all too skinny. He must be around Joshua’s age.

      

      “If I give you a nickel how will I know you’re not lying?” he asked the boy.

      

      “Because I know everything that happens here,” the boy replied smugly, and Marc could not help laugh a little. He’s got some nerve.

      

      “What the hell, kid,” Marc said chuckling. “Here you go,” he said handing him the shiny coin.

      

      “A young woman, long dark hair, tall like you and blue eyes, came here yesterday,” the boy said his eyes fixed on the coin. “She sent a letter, then left with a man.”

      

      “What did the man look like?” Marc asked.

      

      “Light hair, kind of thin, I don’t know,” the boy said vaguely. “I only saw him for a little while.”

      

      “But how come you noticed my sister in such detail?” Marc asked, and the boy’s thin cheeks blushed slightly.

      

      “I don’t mean to be disrespectful or nothing, but she was a real looker,” the boy said, looking as he was preparing for Marc to slap him.

      

      “Why are you spying on the customers of the post office?” Marc asked him. At that, the boy looked frightened and began backing away from him slightly.

      

      “I don’t know what you’re on about,” he said defiantly.

      

      Poor kid must work for some outlaws, Marc thought. In had been common in San Francisco, the outlaws would send kids out to look for easy targets; people usually did not notice these street kids. I hope he did not tell some thugs about Clarissa and Frank. They must have looked out of place.

      

      “If I pay you one more nickel will you answer me one more question?” Marc asked the boy. “And remember that real men always tell the truth.”

      

      The boy thought for a while, looking at the additional coin in Marc’s hand, “All right,” he said finally.

      

      “Did you report to someone—anyone, about my sister?” Marc asked, looking the boy in the eye. “You will not get into any trouble; I just want to get my sister back.”

      

      The boy looked nervous, and Marc felt he looked like a small child now. “Yes,” the boy said, his voice cracking, “Yes, I did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc half ran back towards the hotel. Those damn kids. First, they run away, and then they gather the attention of outlaws. What could possibly go wrong next? Marc walked the stairs to the hotel, and the first thing he noticed was Andy standing in the foyer yelling loudly at someone. Marc rushed towards him.

      

      “Andy, what is going on?” Marc asked, but as he approached him, he noticed who Andy was yelling at–Frank and Clarissa!

      

      “Clarissa?” Marc said but was interrupted by Andy’s rage.

      

      “What on earth were you thinking Frank?” he yelled at his brother. “You could have been killed, you could have gotten her killed,” he pointed at Clarissa who cowered from Andy’s rage.

      

      “Sir, I must ask you to calm down,” the hotel employee walked towards them, looking apprehensively at Andy.

      

      “Andy,” Marc said sternly.

      

      “You want to be treated like a man, and then you run away like a dog?” Andy snarled at his brother.

      

      “Don’t you talk to me that way,” Frank said, standing up to his brother. “I won’t have it.”

      

      “You won’t have it?” Andy repeated, “I’ll tell you…” but as he extended his arm, he winced in pain and held his side.

      

      “Come,” Marc said authoritatively. “Let’s go somewhere else, you need to take it easy, Andy,” he said looking around, ignoring the crowd of people staring at them. He noticed a sign pointing to the hotel restaurant. “We will eat, and we will talk, understood?” he looked at all of them in turn.

      

      “Yes,” Clarissa said quietly. Andy grunted his answer and walked slowly towards the restaurant.

      

      “What has happened, Andy?” Frank asked his brother, “Are you injured?”

      

      “Never you mind,” Andy grunted as he opened the door leading to the restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      The four of them sat at a table with a white tablecloth. A timid waiter had taken their orders, gazing from the stern looking Andy to the hotel employee that stood in the entrance to the restaurant observing them. After the waiter brought their drinks they sat for a long while in silence. Frank was watching his brother, who was wincing slightly with every move.

      

      Clarissa looked nervously between Marc and Frank, and Marc who stared at his sister. She is here, and she seems fine. We got here just in time! “Clarissa,” Marc said finally, breaking the long silence, “What were you thinking?”

      

      Clarissa looked at her brother uncertainly, but then she looked at Frank and smiled. “I thought, well, we figured this was the only way for us to be together.”

      

      “The only way?” Marc said in disbelief. “How could you possibly believe that?”

      

      “It’s complicated,” she said.

      

      “Well explain yourself, young lady,” Marc said sternly.

      

      “It’s because of you,” Frank said suddenly. “Because of you two,” he looked from Marc to Andy who stared back at him.

      

      “Now, hold on,” Marc said. “How can it possibly be because of Andy and I that you two ran away, without as much as a single note!”

      

      “You were away for a long time, Marc,” Clarissa said. “I had always liked Frank, ever since I was younger,” she smiled at Frank who took her hand in his.

      

      “I never in a million years thought he would like me, as well…” her voice trailed off dreamily.

      

      “How could I not?” Frank said looking Clarissa in the eyes.

      

      “Frank sent me a letter, just after Mother and Father died, and he wrote with such grace and beauty that I was mesmerized with his words,” Clarissa said. “I wrote him back, and that was the beginning… I fell in love with his soul, and I wanted nothing more than to be with him.”

      

      “I still don’t understand what made you run away?” Marc said. “Did you honestly think I would deny your request if you had asked to court Clarissa?” he looked at Frank.

      

      “Honestly, yes, I thought you would,” Frank said simply.

      

      “Why on earth?” Marc asked.

      

      “I think I know the answer to that, Marc,” Andy said in a low voice. “You must have listened to my conversation with Marc?” he asked his younger brother.

      

      “I did,” Frank said.

      

      “Let me guess,” Andy said. “You made the assumption that because I refused Marc permission to court Olivia that he would do the same? In revenge?”

      

      Frank stared at his brother, clenching his jaw. “Yes,” he said after a pause.

      

      “Well,” Marc said, “I think I speak on mine and Andy’s behalf when I say you two behaved very stupidly.” Andy scoffed and took a swig of his drink. “Even stupider than you could imagine.”

      

      “What are you talking about,” Frank asked angrily.

      

      “It has come to my knowledge that some outlaws have spotted the two of you out, like a sore thumb,” Marc said looking at Andy. “They look clueless and would make easy targets.”

      

      Andy sighed, but Frank looked irate. “How dare you speak to me like that? Who told you that?” Frank retorted.

      

      “A young kid, a spotter, followed you and Clarissa to the post office. You are on your own, you are young, and you look innocent. This city isn’t like Eloy,” Marc said.

      

      “He spotted me?” Clarissa said looking frightened.

      

      “Yes,” Marc said simply.

      

      “We should ride back as soon as possible,” Andy said sitting straighter, wincing slightly.

      

      “First we need to rest,” Marc said looking at Andy. “Then we will ride home first thing tomorrow morning.”

      

      “No,” Frank said.

      

      “This isn’t up for discussion,” Marc said. “We ride back home, and you better think twice before you think to come near my sister again.”

      

      “Marc,” Clarissa said.

      

      “No, Clarissa,” Marc cut her off. “If you had only spoken with me, just asked for advice or just expressed your will; I would have helped you. But now? After all this?” he shook his head.

      

      “Marc,” Clarissa repeated, looking from him to Frank. “I won’t come back, or at least not back to… you.”

      

      “What are you talking about?” Marc asked.

      

      “Frank and I are married,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      “What did you say?” Marc asked his sister.

      

      “We got married,” Clarissa said apprehensively. “Yesterday.”

      

      “Married?” Marc repeated.

      

      “Yes,” Frank said proudly.

      

      “I need to get some air,” Marc said and got up and left the restaurant.

      

      He sat down in front of the hotel. She got married! Little Clarissa is married to Frank Wagner… This is unreal. What would mother and father say? How I have failed them. She did not trust me and went behind my back. Because of my feelings for Olivia. A delicate figure appeared, sitting next to him.

      

      “I am sorry how this turned out,” Clarissa said. “I never meant to hurt you. I was just afraid that we would not be able to be together.”

      

      Marc stared ahead and said nothing. “I love him, Marc,” she said her voice thick with emotion, “And if there is one thing I will fight for with all my strength, then that’s love.” She got up and went back inside.

      

      I must respect her choice; I cannot lose her as well… He took a deep breath and walked back inside the restaurant.

      

      “We should ride to Eloy tomorrow, then we can take it from there,” Marc said, looking at his sister. “Have you decided where you want to live?”

      

      “They will stay at the Rosewood Ranch,” Andy said, “as is custom. I will retire to bed now,” he got up, “I will see you tomorrow morning. Or at least I hope so,” he added with a snarl.

      

      “Yes,” Frank said determinately, “You will.”

      

      “Are you staying at the hotel?” Marc asked Clarissa and Frank.

      

      “No, we have a room at the inn down the road,” Frank said not looking at Marc.

      

      “The inn?” Marc exclaimed. They cannot be serious! “No, absolutely not, you will stay here at the hotel tonight; I’m not taking any more chances with the two of you.”

      

      “I cannot aff…” Frank began, but Marc cut him off.

      

      “I will pay,” he said. “Consider it a wedding gift.” He said got up.

      

      “And don’t even think about making a run for it,” he added. “Again!”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood in the back garden, pulling out weeds from around her various herbs. It felt strange continuing her normal routine alone in the house.  I feel as if time is deliberately moving slower. The sound of hooves caught her attention and she walked to the front of the house. A figure riding a brown horse was fast approaching.

      

      Who could that be? I’m not expecting anyone! The rider wore a hood which partially covered the face. Olivia looked apprehensively around her. Oh, how I wish I were not alone. The rider rode across the farmyard, and as the horse neared Olivia, the ride pulled off the hood.

      

      “Katie!” Olivia yelled with surprise. Katie jumped off the horse gleefully and ran towards her friend.

      

      “Darling Olivia,” she said as she hugged her tightly.

      

      “What on earth are you doing?” Olivia asked Katie, looking at the hood.

      

      “I heard that you were all alone here,” Katie said holding Olivia’s hand in hers. “There’s a wild rumor going around the town that Clarissa Payton and your brother Frank ran off together!”

      

      “Of course,” Olivia sighed. “That’s what we all need — more rumors!” Katie laughed heartily.

      

      “But what are you doing here,” Olivia asked again seriously. “You should not be riding alone.”

      

      “Did you not see my clever disguise,” Katie said with a grin. “No one can tell who’s riding when wearing this hood!”

      

      “You are mad!” Olivia said. “Come inside.” They walked into the house, and Olivia put a freshly baked pie on the kitchen table.

      

      “I see I came just in time,” Katie said looking around the house.

      

      “What do you mean?” Olivia asked.

      

      “You always clean like a madwoman whenever you are nervous,” Katie said wisely.

      

      “Oh, that,” Olivia said with a small smile.

      

      “How are you feeling?” Katie said affectionately.

      

      “I’m… I do not really know,” Olivia said, “I worry about Frank and Clarissa. I worry about Andy riding out there into the unknown; and I…” she paused and wiped a tear from her eye, “I worry so much about Marc that I feel as if my heart is about to split in two.”

      

      “Oh, darling Olivia,” Katie said putting her arm around her shoulders, “I have worried so much about you. I have not heard from you for so long, and mother told me that Andy told her you would no longer help out with the church society!” At that Olivia’s eyes filled with tears. “Tell me what happened?” Katie said stroking Olivia’s hair.

      

      “Marc… He came to Andy, and he,” Olivia sobbed quietly. “He came and asked Andy for permission to court me, officially.”

      

      “He did not!” Katie exclaimed.

      

      “He did,” Olivia said. “And Andy point out refused him.”

      

      “And is that the reason Andy has confined you to the house?” Katie asked confused.

      

      “No, no. That was before,” Olivia said. “Truth be told, I do not know why Andy did that.”

      

      “Do you think he found out that you rode to the Greens with Marc?” Katie guessed.

      

      “I did not think of that,” Olivia said, thinking. “But who would have told him?”

      

      “You know how this town is,” Katie said bitterly. “Gossip travels faster than the wind!”

      

      Could that be the reason? Did Andy think I had betrayed him?

      

      “Did you hear about Mr. Green?” Katie asked.

      

      “No, what about him?” Olivia said.

      

      “He was arrested,” Katie said with wide eyes.

      

      “He was?” Olivia said surprised.

      

      “Yup, up north in Coolidge,” Katie said. “Apparently, he had joined forces with a cattle thief, and they were caught, or at least he was caught.”

      

      “That is remarkable,” Olivia said.

      

      Katie went on, “The rumor is that they tried to steal cattle from Indians up there but were routed away, right into the hands of the sheriff that had been after them.”

      

      “I cannot believe it,” Olivia said amazed.

      

      “It’s like a scene from one of the romance novels you read,” Katie teased.

      

      “Oh, hush now,” Olivia said.

      

      “Do you think Andy will change his mind?” Katie asked carefully, “About Marc’s request.”

      

      “I just don’t know,” Olivia said solemnly, “Marc said he would not stop fighting for… me.”

      

      “He said that?” Katie asked then added after a thought. “When did he say that?”

      

      Olivia blushed at the memory of Marc’s lips on her own… Laying in his arms, he was stroking my hair. “Just after we kissed,” she said with a small smile.

      

      “What!” Katie bellowed. “You certainly kept that quiet!” Olivia told Katie all about meeting Marc at the small enclosure.

      

      “You are the luckiest girl in the whole world,” Katie said dreamily. “I wish someone would sweep me off my feet!”

      

      “Someone will,” Olivia said kindly. “You just need to wait for the perfect man, worthy of you!”

      

      “You are sweet,” Katie said affectionately. “But I better get going back. I might have told mother a tiny white lie about helping out at the church society,” she grinned wildly.

      

      “Katie!” Olivia admonished but laughed with her friend. “You are so kind to come here.”

      

      “Of course, I had to see you!” Katie hugged Olivia tightly then went to put on her hood.

      

      “How do I look?” Katie said in a teasing matter.

      

      “Like a madwoman!” Olivia laughed.

      

      “Exactly what I was going for,” Katie said as she walked out towards her horse. But she stopped dead in her steps as a black-clad man stood by her horse, gently stroking its mane.

      

      “Katie, this is Red,” Olivia hurried to say. “He works at the Payton farm, but he most graciously offered to assist me while Andy and Frank are away.”

      

      “Oh, my,” Katie said looking intently at Red, slowly walking towards him.

      

      He gave her a small bow of his hat, “I’m Red Cheeta Tomahawk,” Red said, handing her the reins.

      

      “Pleased to meet you,” Katie said breathlessly, “And thank you,” she added with a shy smile.

      

      “You’re welcome, miss,” Red said calmly, not breaking eye contact. “You ride safe now.”

      

      “I will,” Katie replied, looking amazed.

      

      “Be careful!” Olivia said.

      

      “Always,” Katie said, still looking at Red. She mounted her horse and rode slowly away, pulling the hood, so it covered her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia watched as Katie rode farther and farther away. Red cleared his throat slightly. “Oh, I’m sorry,” Olivia said apologetically, looking away from Katie’s retreating figure.

      

      “There is no need for apologies,” Red said. “She is a close friend?” he watched as Katie’s image faded away.

      

      “Yes, she is,” Olivia said. “And I worry about her riding alone.”

      

      “I came to give you this,” Red said handing Olivia a small cloth bag.

      

      “What is it?” Olivia asked.

      

      “The components of the Chokecherry paste,” Red said. “And the Snakeweed roots. The roots require dark and cool surroundings. I also put some dried Chokeberries there, which can be eaten. I wrote the recipe down,” Red added handing her a small note.

      

      “Thank you, Red,” Olivia said kindly. “This is amazing.”

      

      “But keep the note safe,” Red iterated.

      

      “I promise,” Olivia said.

      

      “If you wish, then I can follow behind your young friend, to make sure she arrives safely back home,” Red added.

      

      “Really? You would do that?” Olivia beamed at him. “Yes, if you could, it would mean so much to me.”

      

      “I have business in town, so it is not an inconvenience,” he said, but Olivia thought he sounded slightly flustered, for the first time since she met him.

      

      “Well you, sir, are a true gentleman,” Olivia said to him.

      

      “I’m no gentleman,” Red said with his half grin.

      

      “We will have to agree to disagree,” Olivia said teasingly.

      

      “I better be off,” Red said. “Have a nice evening miss,” he tipped his hat and walked towards his horse.

      

      There you go, Katie. Your very own mysterious cowboy, Olivia smiled to herself as she returned to the back garden.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked into the hotel courtyard the next morning, where Andy stood preparing the horses for the ride back. “Morning,” Marc said as he stroked his horse’s head.

      

      “Morning,” Andy replied.

      

      “Did you manage to rest?” Marc asked.

      

      “No,” Andy replied simply.

      

      “Yeah, that makes two of us,” Marc replied as he began tying his bag the saddle. Frank and Clarissa arrived, holding hands. Andy looked determinately at the horse he was preparing.

      

      “Good morning,” Clarissa chirped.

      

      “Morning Clarissa,” Marc said smiled at her.

      

      “Well, let’s get going,” Andy said gruffly. They mounted their horses and were off.  My mind only thought about finding Clarissa, and now that I have found her everything is strange. Upside down! They rode through the main street towards the way Marc and Andy had ridden the day before. As they were about to leave the city center, a young dirty boy came running.

      

      “Hey, mister,” he called. “Mister!”

      

      They all turned to look at the boy, and Marc realized it was the boy from the post office. He looked out of breath and nervous.

      

      “Hey, son,” Marc said concernedly. “What is it?”

      

      The boy took a few deep breaths to steady his beating heart, “I came to warn ya,” he said. “They planned to follow these two,” he gestured to Frank and Clarissa. “And if you ride the main road, they will be able to ambush you.” Clarissa gasped, but Andy looked suspiciously at the boy, “How do we know you’re not setting us up,” he said bluntly.

      

      “I swear I…” the boy looked petrified now.

      

      “I trust him,” Marc said. “You took a risk telling us this,” he smiled at the boy.

      

      “I hate them,” the boy said, looking at the ground.

      

      “Are you on your own?” Clarissa asked him, her face edged with concern.

      

      “It’s just me,” the boy said. “But I don’t need nobody, I take care of myself!”

      

      “You are brave, boy,” Marc said throwing two nickels to him. “Thank you for your help.”

      

      The boy smiled a toothy grin, “Thank you, mister!”

      

      “And if you’re ever in Eloy, come by the Blue Willow Ranch,” Marc said, tipping his hat. The boy waved them off as they turned the dividing the road.

      

      “This will prolong our trip,” Andy said.

      

      “But we will be safe,” Marc said. Hopefully!
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        * * *

      

      The road they were on was a less traveled one, which made for a slower ride. The horses had to step over tall grass, and they had to guide them over uneven terrain. I hope this will not prove to be a trick. I believed the boy. The sky was getting dark, and as of yet, they had only made one small stop. “We need to find shelter for the night,” Marc said to the group.

      

      “We will need to sleep under the stars,” Andy said looking to the horizon where no buildings could be seen.

      

      “Then that is what we will have to do,” Marc replied, annoyed.

      

      “How romantic,” Clarissa said to Frank, making Andy sigh heavily.

      

      “Let’s ride on for a while, then find a place to stay,” Marc said. They rode onwards, and Marc had to agree with Andy’s exasperation with the newly married couple. They seemed to see this as an adventure, utterly unaware of the dangers that followed these kinds of trips.

      

      They turned at a large rock and found a beautiful clearing, near a small stream. The trees around gave some shelter, but they would definitely feel the night cold. “Let’s get the fire started at once,” Marc said, and Andy began looking for wood. “I will take a look around,” he added, double-checking his gun.

      

      “You should not go alone,” Clarissa said, startled.

      

      “I will be fine,” Marc dismissed her.

      

      “I will go with you,” Frank said, then turning to his wife. “Stay with Andy, my darling.” He kissed her and followed Marc. They walked around looking for any signs of people.

      

      “What happened to my brother?” Frank asked Marc.

      

      “What do you mean?” Marc replied, not looking in his direction.

      

      “He moves as if he is injured,” Frank said. “My brother is strong, and I can only imagine what it would take to make him wince at the smallest movement.”

      

      “We had some troubles,” Marc said, being purposefully vague. “On our way to Gilbert City. Your brother was injured in the struggle.”

      

      “What sort of struggles?” Frank asked.

      

      “The kind that I would not like my sister to be witness to,” Marc said pointedly.

      

      “Fair point,” Frank said.

      

      “We met robbers.” Marc added, “A group of idiots, but that did not make them any less dangerous, only stupid.”

      

      “That often goes hand in hand,” Frank said with a small grin.

      

      “You got that right,” Marc replied. “Did you encounter any troubles on your ride out here?” Marc asked him.

      

      “No,” Frank said looking thoughtful, “We were fortunate. We rode during daylight and we joined a group of riders the last leg to Gilbert City.”

      

      “Thank the heavens,” Marc said. So much could have gone wrong! I cannot bare the thought of Clarissa defenseless out here.

      

      “Marc…” Frank said hesitantly, “I want you to know that I would never have allowed anything to happen to Clarissa. I would have killed to protect her from harm.”

      

      Marc looked at Frank. He truly cares about her. “Thank you, Frank,” he said. “You will be a good husband to my sister.”

      

      “Thank you,” Frank said gratefully.

      

      They walked on, but movement ahead made them stop. They exchanged looks and carefully pulled out their guns. They approached the direction of the voices. These voices sound familiar… They walked slowly but then Frank stepped on a twig, and the sound of the wood breaking could as well have been a bullet.

      

      “What was that?” a voice said.

      

      “You go see,” another replied.

      

      It’s surely not… Could it be? Marc grinned and gestured to Frank. “Follow my lead,” he whispered to the bewildered Frank, taking his gun from his belt, “And look stern.” A man appeared from behind a tree, looking for the source of the sound. He noticed Marc and Frank and yelled.

      

      “Get your hands up,” pointing his gun at them.

      

      “Are you really going to do that?” Marc said calmly to the man that had beaten Andy the day before.

      

      “Hey,” the man said recognizing Marc. “It’s you!” The two other men appeared from behind the tree, one of them limping, his knee bound with two pieces of wood and cloth.

      

      “Shoot him,” the smarmy man bellowed, but he sounded uneasy. The man in front of Marc and Frank did not move.

      

      “You have got some nerve,” Marc said calmly. “Pointing your guns at me, given my current company.”

      

      “What are you on about,” the smarmy man said, but he looked at Frank with more apprehension none the less.

      

      “These are the men that tried to steal your horses,” Marc said quietly to Frank, who looked from Marc to the men with a convincing look of indignation.

      

      “I see,” Frank said his voice full of ice. The three men looked nervously at each other.

      

      “This is your handiwork?” Frank asked Marc, looking at the smarmy man’s bandages.

      

      “Yes,” Marc replied, “I gave him a chance, but he appears to be ungrateful.”

      

      “You shot me,” the smarmy man shouted. “I ought to shoot you right now.” He pointed his gun at Marc.

      

      “I would not do that,” Frank said calmly.

      

      “And why is that?” the smarmy man jeered.

      

      “I have given you one chance,” Marc said menacingly. “There will not be another one.”

      

      “Yeah?” the smarmy man said, but he was looking rapidly between Frank and Marc. At once Marc pointed his gun at him and pulled back the hammer. The smarmy man stepped on his bad leg and winced in pain.

      

      “Fine,” he snarled but looked scared, “Put down your weapons,” he finally said to his men.

      

      “Now leave,” Marc said seriously. “You do not want our men to find you wandering too near us.”

      

      The smarmy man clenched his jaw and turned around, “Let’s go,” he said to his cronies. Marc watched them walk away from them, standing in the same place observing them.

      

      “What was that about?” Frank asked as the men disappeared from sight.

      

      “The idiots that attacked your brother,” Marc said sighing, putting his gun back in his belt.

      

      “What?” Frank said. “These men?”

      

      “They caught him off guard,” Marc explained as they walked back to Andy and Clarissa. “I will stand guard in the night. They might be idiots, but they are still dangerous.”

      

      “We will take shifts,” Frank said. “I will do anything to protect Clarissa.”
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        * * *

      

      The night was uneventful. Marc stayed awake for most of it until Frank told him to sleep for a little while, at least until sunrise. They had not told Clarissa nor Andy about their encounter. Andy was likely to hunt them, and it would only scare Clarissa. After a quick breakfast, concocted from a combination of all their leftover food and weak coffee, they were on the road again.

      

      They rode nonstop and finally, finally, they saw the edges of Eloy. I cannot wait to sleep in my own bed, Marc mused as they neared their home. There had been little conversation that day. Everyone was tired from the night, Marc especially, and the looming prospect of what was to come was increasingly pressing.

      

      How strange it will be to be alone at the house! I will not ask Andy again. He has been through enough; I will not add to it. Oh, darling Olivia, how I wish there were a way for us.

      

      They rode up to the hills that lead to the Rosewood Ranch and the Blue Willow Ranch. Clarissa rode beside Marc and observed him, a sad look on her young face. “I will be at the house very soon,” she said, “We just want our first night back home to be together.”

      

      “Of course,” Marc smiled at her. “That is perfectly understandable. I will not be entirely alone,” he chuckled. “I will most likely need to pull O’Leary and Red apart as soon as I arrive back.”

      

      “I hate thinking of you all by yourself,” Clarissa confessed.

      

      “Don’t you worry about me, little one,” Marc gave her an encouraging smile. “Now a new chapter in your life begins. You should look forward to the future, not the past with me.”

      

      “Marc,” She said wiping her eyes. “You are making me cry,” she laughed.

      

      “I love you, sis,” he said. “You know that, right?”

      

      “I do know that,” she sniffled. “You are incapable of not caring, and your heart is bigger than your height.”

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said kindly. “Well, this is it,” he looked at the cross path that led to the two farms. “See you soon, Clarissa,” he said. “Goodbye, Frank,” he looked at his new brother-in-law. “Take care of her.”

      

      “I will, you have my word,” Frank replied proudly.

      

      “Andy,” Marc said tipping him his hat. “Take care.”

      

      “And you,” Andy said. The trip together had not exactly brought them closer, but there was a new understanding between the two men.

      

      Marc rode along the road to his home. He saw young Joshua running towards him happily. “You’re back, sir!” Joshua said.

      

      “I sure am,” Marc replied tiredly.

      

      “But where is Ms. Clarissa?” Joshua was confused.

      

      Marc sighed. This is simply the beginning of the flood of questions…“She is staying at the Blue Willow Ranch.”

      

      “The Blue Willow Ranch?” Joshua said even more confused.

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “But I don’t understand…” Joshua said, taking the reins from Marc as he dismounted.

      

      “There we can agree on something,” Marc chuckled.

      

      “But…”

      

      “I will explain it later,” Marc said feeling exhausted. “Right now, I just want to rest for a little while.” He left the perplexed looking boy and entered his home. It looked the same; after all, he had not been gone for long. But there was something different. There is a new scent here.

      

      He walked into the kitchen and noticed a definitive change. Who cleaned? I certainly did not leave the kitchen looking this way. And again, there was this smell; a scent that seemed to have attached itself to the walls. A scent that made his insides ache.

      

      He dropped his bag on the kitchen floor and headed for his room. The exhaustion from the last days finally caught up with him. He kicked off his boots and fell onto the bed. The same scent from the kitchen engulfed him, and at once he was transported back, to a clearing by the river — Olivia in his arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia sat in the sitting room sewing. The house was spotless, and she had begun mending a pair of Andy’s pants. Her fingers hurt from pulling the needle through the tough leather bindings, but she found comfort in the discomfort. It stopped her from conjuring up images of Andy and Marc fighting, of wild beast attacking them, or them being hunted by something much eviler than wild animals.

      

      Being alone is making me silly, she admonished herself. They will be fine—they have to be! Her reverie caused her finger to slip, and she cut herself on the needle.

      

      “Ouch,” she gasped and put her finger between her lips. She stood up to rinse the tiny cut. As she walked into the kitchen, she heard the sound of hooves. He’s back! She ran outside and saw figures appearing up the farmyard — three figures.

      

      “Afternoon sis,” Frank said as he came close enough to be heard.

      

      “Frank!” Olivia beamed. Next to Frank rode Clarissa, looking unsure. Olivia gazed at her then smiled.

      

      “Good to see you, Clarissa,” Olivia said kindly. “You all must be tired and hungry from the ride. I will make coffee!” she smiled between them. Andy does not look too well, Olivia thought as she observed her oldest brother dismount with a wince.

      

      “Come on, I’ll help you,” Frank said sweetly to Clarissa as he helped her slip off her horse. “I will take care of the horses,” Frank said taking the reins from Andy, “I insist,” he added. Andy sighed heavily but let his brother take over the horse.

      

      “Thank you,” Andy said gruffly.

      

      “I will help you,” Clarissa said to Frank but was cut off by Andy.

      

      “You ought to help Olivia,” he said walking slowly towards the house, holding his hand over his wounded side.

      

      “I just…” Clarissa began looking at her husband. “Of course,” she smiled and walked into the house.

      

      Olivia was busy making coffee when Clarissa entered the house. She walked into the kitchen and observed Olivia for a while. “I want to help,” Clarissa said, looking around the spotless kitchen. “What should I do?”

      

      “Oh, don’t you bother,” Olivia dismissed her. “You must be absolutely exhausted from your ride. Please sit down!” Clarissa tried to object, but Olivia ushered her into the sitting room just as Andy sat down, heavily. He gave Clarissa a strained look as she sat down opposite him.

      

      “I’ll fetch you your pipe,” Olivia said to Andy. She turned around and picked up a hand-carved box from the mantle. She handed Andy the box, who looked at it, surprised.

      

      “Is this…” his voice trailed off as he stroked his hand over the ornate top.

      

      “Yes,” Olivia smiled. “It’s father’s old tobacco box. I found it in the pantry, wedged between two barrels.”

      

      “I haven’t seen this since… since he died,” Andy said still transfixed with the box.

      

      “I was cleaning and heard a clatter when I bumped into a shelf. He must have put it at the top shelf; that’s why I never noticed it before.” Olivia explained. Oh, how I hope this is a happy reunion with father’s old box. His face is inscrutable.

      

      “Thank you, Olivia,” Andy said genuinely. “This means a lot.” Andy opened the box and smelled the content intently before he began stuffing his pipe carefully. Olivia finished preparing the coffee. Frank walked into the house and looked around, observing everything, before he walked into the kitchen.

      

      “It’s good to see you, sis,” he smiled and kissed her cheek.

      

      “And you,” Olivia smiled with tears in her eyes pulling him into a hug. “I’m so glad you’re back!” she whispered.

      

      “Me too!” Frank said hugging her tightly. They broke the embrace and Frank walked into the sitting room, sitting next to Clarissa taking her hand in his.

      

      Olivia looked at their joined hands. “Oh, Olivia, I just realized, we have not yet told you the good news,” he said. “Uhm, the news of Clarissa and I,” he hastened to add as Andy gave him a stern look at the word ‘good.’ Olivia still looked puzzled.

      

      “Clarissa and I are married,” Frank said proudly. Olivia gasped and looked between Frank and Clarissa.

      

      “You’re,” she said, confused, “married?”

      

      “We got married in Gilbert City,” Clarissa said. Olivia noticed Andy wince as he moved in his seat, his face stern.

      

      “What wonderful news,” Olivia said. “Congratulations!” she beamed.

      

      “Thank you,” Frank said earnestly.

      

      “Welcome to the Rosewood Ranch,” Olivia said to Clarissa.

      

      “Thank you,” Clarissa beamed at her. “This is truly a beautiful home!”
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        * * *

      

      Marc got out of bed. He had dozed off for a while and was unsure for how long. He walked out into the dark kitchen. I better throw something together, he sighed as his stomach gave a loud grumble. A knock on the front door sounded, and he walked towards the door.

      

      “Hi there, Joshua,” Marc said to the young man in front of him.

      

      “Evening, sir,” Joshua said, “I wanted to ask if you required me to do something else before I head back home?”

      

      “Won’t you stay and have dinner with me?” Marc asked.

      

      “Really?” Joshua was surprised. “I would be most grateful!”

      

      “Go and ask O’Leary if he wants to join,” Marc said. “I don’t much fancy eating alone tonight.”

      

      “Sure thing,” Joshua said dashing towards the log cabin. Marc returned to the house, now, what can we eat? Marc was not a great cook, having had little experience of it. He walked into the kitchen and looked around. How strange it is to see the kitchen so organized! He looked into the pantry, and the first thing that greeted him was a loaf of bread.

      

      Who made this? He wondered as he peered into various tins and jars. He pulled out a nicely packaged ham, a jar of jam, and a tin of beans. A knock on the door was heard, and the door opened, “Can we come in?” Joshua called.

      

      “Please, come in” Marc called. Joshua walked into the kitchen, followed by O’Leary, “I’m afraid dinner is not going to be a spectacular affair,” he said as he poured the beans into a pan.

      

      “Oh, we don’t mind,” O’Leary said kindly, “Now, do we?” he asked Joshua.

      

      “No sir,” Joshua said. “I’m just happy to get to spend more time with you, sir.”

      

      “You are a good man,” Marc said kindly to Joshua, whose chest swelled at his words. Marc put the bread, ham, jam, and beans on the table. He went into the pantry and grabbed beer.

      

      “I’ll grab the plates,” Joshua said. They sat down and began eating. “I must say,” Marc said as he turned to his workers, “Seamus you look much better than before I left.”

      

      “I feel better,” O’Leary said as he took a sip of his beer. “Courtesy of young miss Wagner.”

      

      Marc nearly choked on his piece of ham, “I’m sorry, what did you say?” he asked as he finally managed to swallow his bite. “Olivia was here?”

      

      “Why, yes,” O’Leary said, “I don’t really know much about it, I was rather unwell,” he admitted, then added. “Young Mr. Green brought her here.” Marc looked at Joshua.

      

      “Oh, I uhm…” Joshua said looking between the two men, “O’Leary was ill, really ill, and he… well forbad me from fetching the doctor. He was coughing an awful lot, so I rode over to the Wagner farm, and she agreed to come with me. She stayed with him all night, and the next day O’Leary’s cough was gone.”

      

      “Is that so?” Marc said amazed.

      

      “She has been blessed,” O’Leary said. “That’s for sure.” Joshua nodded in agreement.

      

      “So Olivia was here?” Marc said again. I was not mistaken. It was her presence I felt. “How long did she stay here?”

      

      “She left the following day,” Joshua said.

      

      “I see…” Marc looked at the bread on the table, “Did she make… you know, never mind.”

      

      My dearest Olivia. You were here — how can I ever thank you for all you have done!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Olivia stood in the kitchen and prepared dinner. Clarissa hovered behind her, unsure of what she should do. “Why don’t you set the table,” Olivia said kindly to the other woman.

      

      “Yes!” she said enthusiastically, “I can do that.” She grabbed plates and began setting the table. The dishes clattered as she put them a little heavy-handed on the wooden surface. “Sorry,” she grimaced.

      

      “No need,” Olivia reassured her. She’s as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, she mused. Olivia did still not know the happenings of these three. No one had spoken of it, or more accurately, Andy had not spoken of it. Frank seemed to be waiting for Andy to tell Olivia everything.

      

      “Dinner is served,” Olivia said as she carried the heavy pot of stew onto the table. Frank and Andy got up and sat at the table. Clarissa looked nervously at Frank as he took her hand in his and bowed his head.

      

      “Lord, we give you thanks for this bounty we are about to eat,” Andy began. “Bless our family and…” he paused for a moment before continuing. “Marriage is a gift from the Lord. Give strength to this newly married couple, in your everlasting grace, Amen,” he finished.

      

      “Amen,” Clarissa and Frank echoed.

      

      “Thank you, Andy,” Clarissa said gratefully.

      

      “It was a beautiful blessing, Andy,” Olivia smiled. “And now everyone — eat.”

      

      “I’m afraid it’s nothing special,” she excused as she began to serve both Andy and Frank, then finally Clarissa. “I need to go to the General Store.”

      

      “I’m sure this is just as delicious as everything you make,” Frank said kindly to his sister. They began eating, and Clarissa looked amazed at Olivia.

      

      “This is truly delicious,” she exclaimed.

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia said, embarrassed.

      

      “You must give me the recipe,” Clarissa said friendly.

      

      “You will have plenty of time to learn Olivia’s recipes,” Andy said. “You are now a part of this family.”

      

      “I think we should toast to the happy couple,” Olivia said after they had finished eating. She stood up and walking into the pantry and fetched a whiskey bottle and four glasses. She poured a healthy measure in two of them and barely a thimble in the other two. She handed her brothers the drinks with more whiskey in and gave Clarissa the other.

      

      “To Frank and Clarissa,” she said raising her glass. “May your marriage be blessed and full of joy!” They all toasted, even Andy who looked like he was not particularly inclined to do so.
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        * * *

      

      Early next morning found Olivia in the kitchen preparing breakfast. Clarissa appeared from Frank’s bedroom — no, their bedroom Olivia corrected herself. “Good morning,” she said as she joined Olivia in the kitchen.

      

      “Good morning,” Olivia replied. “How did you sleep?” she asked.

      

      “Good,” Clarissa said with a shy smile. “What can I do to help?”

      

      “Oh, I’m just about finished,” Olivia said as she moved the pan with the delicious smelling bacon to the kitchen table.

      

      “Oh,” Clarissa said dejectedly. “I guess I slept later than I should have,” she said disappointed.

      

      “No worries dear,” Olivia said. “I got up early, well, earlier than usual. I wanted to make today’s breakfast a special one,” she pointed to the kitchen table. On it, there was fresh buns, omelette, jam, ham, and bacon.

      

      “Wow,” Clarissa said, amazed. “You did all this?” she looked astonished. “Just this morning?”

      

      “I may have gone overboard,” Olivia said biting her lip. “I just could not sleep. These past days were nerve-racking, and I’m just so glad they’re back,” she finished, then looked at Clarissa. “And you too, of course,” she added awkwardly. Clarissa chuckled nervously. Oh, brother… This is going to be a long day!

      

      “I am sorry for all the trouble we caused,” Clarissa said softly.

      

      “Oh, I did not mean…” Olivia began, but Clarissa cut her off.

      

      “We did what we thought was the only option for us, to be together,” Clarissa said.

      

      “I understand,” Olivia said. “Truth be told, I admire you two,” she added very quietly as Andy walked into the kitchen, followed by Frank. The two women smiled at each other.

      

      “Did you think you were cooking for a legion?” Andy asked raising his eyebrows.

      

      “Oh, I’m just so glad to have all of you back,” Olivia smiled. Andy smiled, despite his serious demeanor.

      

      “Well I, for one, think this all looks delicious,” Frank sat as he sat down. The rest joined him and began eating.

      

      “I need supplies from town,” Olivia said timidly to Andy.

      

      “Let’s wait and see,” Andy said.

      

      “And I would like to head home… I mean to the Blue Willow Ranch,” Clarissa said, flushing red at her slip. “I need to retrieve a few items,” she added.

      

      “I can ride with you,” Frank said.

      

      “We need to make up for lost time,” Andy said sternly, and Frank looked at him.

      

      “Yes, of course,” he said. “Perhaps we can go later?” he added to his wife.

      

      “I can ride on my own,” Clarissa said, a slight edge to her voice.

      

      “Let’s make the decision later,” Olivia interjected. “There is much work to be done.”

      

      “Fine,” Clarissa said, not returning Frank’s gaze.

      

      “We should ride up to the cattle,” Andy said which reminded Olivia of Red.

      

      “Oh, I nearly forgot,” she said suddenly. “Red…” she hesitated, “Your brother’s cowboy, he came over while you were away and he began rounding up, or at least he looked after the herd,” she finished.

      

      “He did what?” Andy asked.

      

      “He said that the cattle were still high in the land, so he offered to guide them,” Olivia answered. “He was just offering his help.”

      

      Andy opened his mouth to speak then stopped himself, “I will need to give him my thanks,” he said causing Frank to turn to look at him stunned. Olivia gave him a dazzling smile. “And perhaps the two of you can take the carriage to town, to refill the supplies,” he added.

      

      “Really?” Olivia asked. “That would be amazing, thank you.”

      

      “We ought to get going,” Andy said to Frank standing up. Frank stood up as well and bent down to give Clarissa a sweet kiss.

      

      “See you later,” he said. “Have a nice day.”

      

      “I will,” Clarissa beamed at her husband. Olivia smiled at the newly-weds. How sweet these two are! And what about Andy? What has caused this change in him? What could have happened on this trip?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia and Clarissa stood side by side in the garden and pulled out weeds from the small herb garden. The morning chores really have flown by, Olivia mused happily as she looked at her new sister-in-law. Clarissa had a joyous aura around her, and she reminded her of Katie. Darling Katie, perhaps I will be able to see her soon.

      

      “Your herb garden looks good,” Clarissa said as she carefully pulled up weeds.

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia said. “My mother had a great affinity with plants.”

      

      “I wish I would have been able to meet her,” Clarissa said thoughtfully.

      

      “I think she would have liked you,” Olivia said. “You would probably have reminded her of her sister.”

      

      “Aunt Mary?” Clarissa asked.

      

      “Yes!” Olivia replied surprised. “How do you know about Aunt Mary?”

      

      “Frank mentioned her once,” Clarissa said as she dusted the mud off her apron. “Our first night after we…” she looked down at her hands. “After we left.”

      

      “I see,” Olivia said. Is it possible Frank knows more about Aunt Mary than I thought? Father prohibited us from talking about her, and I never figured that neither he nor Andy knew anything about her. She always wrote to me.

      

      “Aunt Mary ran away when she was young,” Olivia continued. “She fell in love with a divorced man, and well, my grandparents did not approve.”

      

      “Was she happy?” Clarissa asked.

      

      Olivia was taken aback a little, “Yes, yes she was.” Mother would definitively have liked her. “We should clean up and then we can ride to town,” Olivia smiled at Clarissa.

      

      “Great,” Clarissa smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood in the stable and Clarissa helped her fasten the horses’ reins to the carriage. “I’m a little nervous about going to town,” Clarissa confessed.

      

      “I can imagine,” Olivia said sympathetically.

      

      “Well, at least I will have you by my side,” Clarissa looked at her. “I always wanted a sister.”

      

      “Me too,” Olivia said emotionally. “We should get going.” They sat side-by-side in the carriage and rode ahead, and Clarissa eagerly asked Olivia questions about Frank. What was he like as a boy? Has he always been kind?  Was he close with his father?

      

      “You are full of questions,” Olivia laughed as they neared the town.

      

      “Oh, I tend to blabber on when I’m nervous,” Clarissa said bashfully. “Marc usually stops me before I get going,” she laughed. The mention of Marc’s name sent Olivia’s heart racing.

      

      “It’s a nice change from the silence of these past days,” Olivia said. They parked the carriage near the General Store. William Carter stood outside the store chatting with Mrs. Jennings from the church society

      

      “Sylvia,” he bellowed behind his shoulder as he noticed them, totally disregarding the affronted Mrs. Jennings.

      

      “Sylvia, come out here!” he called.

      

      “Really!” Mrs. Jennings scoffed.

      

      “What’s going on William?” Sylvia Carter said as she walked outside. “Why are you yelling?”

      

      “She’s back,” he pointed towards Clarissa and Olivia that were walking towards the store.

      

      “Clarissa!” Sylvia exclaimed.

      

      “Hello William,” Clarissa said as she approached them. “Hi Sylvia!”

      

      “Oh, I am glad to see you, child,” Sylvia said relieved, but then she chided her: “What is the meaning of this? Running away?”

      

      “Come now Sylvia,” William admonished his wife. “I’m just glad she’s back!”

      

      “Of course,” Sylvia said smiling at Clarissa. “It’s wonderful to see you, dear, come let’s go inside.”

      

      Olivia had stood behind Clarissa smiled at the parental exchange. The Carters sure are kind people.

      

      “And dear Olivia,” William said. “Always a pleasure,” he added kindly.

      

      “Pleasure’s all mine,” Olivia replied politely and followed him into the store.

      

      “The usual?” William said as they entered the store, looking at Olivia.

      

      “Yes,” she smiled. “And perhaps some of this lovely looking rhubarb,” she said as she looked at the basket full of the red-stemmed leaves.

      

      “Of course, my dear,” William said. “Just arrived this morning.”

      

      “Wonderful,” Olivia replied. “My last rhubarb yield came out spoiled last time I tried to grow it,” she scowled.

      

      “That’s too bad,” William said sympathetically. “Now Clarissa, you are mighty quiet.”

      

      Clarissa grinned and looked at them, “Well, you two ought to be among the first to know,” she took a deep breath. “Frank Wagner and I are… married.”

      

      Sylvia gasped loudly, and William laughed out. “Did I not say, Sylvia!” he snorted. “I told you they would get hitched!”

      

      “Oh, Clarissa,” Sylvia pulled her into a hug. “Married?” she said in disbelief, as she wiped tears from her eyes.

      

      “Don’t cry Sylvia,” Clarissa said. “You will make me cry!”

      

      “I’m just…” Sylvia looked emotional. “I’m just thinking of your parents, oh don’t mind me,” she laughed wiping her tears away. William reached an arm around his wife comfortingly.

      

      “I guess you won’t be coming over anymore,” Sylvia said, drying the corners of her eyes.

      

      “No, I guess not,” Clarissa said as the realization came to her. “I will miss it, dear Sylvia.”

      

      “You are always welcome,” Sylvia said. “And you too, Olivia!” She added turning to Olivia. “Though I hazard to guess that you could teach me more about cooking than I could teach you.”

      

      “I don’t know about that,” Olivia said. “Your pies are renowned!” She peered into the shelf where the pies were displayed. “They look delicious,” she added.

      

      “Celebratory pie is in order, I think,” Sylvia said graciously as she walked behind the counter. She took out a succulent looking pie with dark purple jam, and cut it into small pieces.

      

      “At least Clarissa will have someone to guide her,” William said kindly, taking a piece from the pie plate. “Well, I will carry out your supplies,” he picked up the parcels and walked outside.

      

      “Olivia’s right, Sylvia,” Clarissa said with her eyes closed, as she slowly chewed the pie. “Your pies are delicious.”

      

      “You are sweet,” Sylvia said, “I absolutely demand that you and Frank come over for dinner soon!”

      

      “We promise,” Clarissa smiled and took a parcel from the counter, and together the three women walked outside.

      

      William was finishing putting the parcels away. “You are ready to go,” he said.

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia replied. “We ought to hurry back, Clarissa.”

      

      “Yes,” she said, and she hugged Sylvia. “Thank you for everything!”

      

      As Olivia and Clarissa rode back to the Blue Willow Ranch people peered out at the two women. The rumor machine had been in full swing while they were away.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked into the stable during the afternoon, holding his coffee mug. That morning had been quiet, and he could not wait until he was out of the eerily quiet house. The first thing he noticed when he walked into the stable was an unfamiliar horse in the stall that Clarissa’s horse usually dwelled in.

      

      “Joshua!” he called. The young man came running into the stable.

      

      “Yes, sir,” Joshua replied.

      

      “Whose horse is this?” Marc asked pointing to the docile looking creature.

      

      “This is Cleo,” Joshua said walking towards the horse and stroking its head, “Miss Wagner lent her to me when she came over to nurse O’Leary. I was going to ask you if I could return it today,” Joshua added.

      

      “She lent you a horse?” Marc asked.

      

      “She is a kind woman,” Joshua said, his ears turning red. “I tried to tell her I was fine on foot, but she insisted!” he added hastily.

      

      “I believe you,” Marc said calmingly. “I will return the horse.”

      

      “Really?” Joshua asked. “It’s no bother for me to take it. I can even take it before I go home.”

      

      “There’s no need for that,” Marc reiterated, “I would like to see my sister.”

      

      “If you say so, sir,” Joshua said.

      

      “How is your mother doing?” Marc asked.

      

      “She is…” Joshua’s voice trailed off. “She’s, well, actually she’s not too well.”

      

      “What has happened?” Marc asked.

      

      “She misses my father,” Joshua said angrily. “I try to tell her we are better off without him but she keeps talking about how everything would be different this time around.”

      

      “Why would she think that?” Marc asked, astonished.

      

      “Because he has left before,” Joshua said his jaw clenched. “He would sometimes leave and return a few weeks later. Everything would be fine for a few days until he went back to his old bad self...” Joshua looked at the ground, his breathing rapid. “She keeps expecting him to return home,” he continued. “She waits outside, every day, expecting to see him arriving across the hill.”

      

      Marc observed his young worker. This young man has been through so much, and he needs to take care of his whole family — this isn’t right!

      

      “You let me know if I can do anything to help,” Marc said earnestly. He detested men that treated their families like Mr. Green did, and he hoped Jebediah never returned to Eloy.

      

      “Thank you,” Joshua said finally looking up. “Now I better keep working.” He left the stable and Marc stood left alone. I want to help him, but how?
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        * * *

      

      Marc returned his coffee mug to the empty house and grabbed his hat. He returned into the stable and began saddling his horse. He then gently pulled Cleo out of the stall. He walked out into the farmyard leading both horses behind him.

      

      “I’m going to ride now,” Marc called to Joshua who was working at the fence that connected to the main gate.

      

      “Give my regards to Miss Wagner,” Joshua called back smiling.

      

      “I will,” Marc replied. He mounted his horse and tied the other horse’s rein to the harness and then he began gently riding towards the Blue Willow Ranch. Cleo was slow and Spirit, Marc’s energetic steed, kept trying to ride faster.

      

      “Calm down,” Marc said, pulling the reins to slow him down. After a rather long journey, he was finally nearing the Wagner home. An uneasy chill ran down his spine as he neared the farmyard. So much has happened since last I came here! As he came closer, he noticed two women emptying a carriage into the house. There she is, Olivia’s golden hair glittered in the setting sun and as she laughed at Clarissa’s word all the world’s troubles seemed to melt away.

      

      “Marc!” Clarissa yelled, startling Olivia, as she noticed her brother. She dropped the parcel she was carrying and ran towards him.

      

      “Hello there, sister dear,” Marc chuckled as he slid off his horse and led the two horses towards the stable. Clarissa jumped at him which made him drop the reins.

      

      She hugged him tightly. “It’s so good to see you!” she whispered.

      

      “Steady on,” Marc said kindly. “It has not exactly been long since we saw each other!”

      

      “I know,” Clarissa replied. “It’s just, I kept thinking off you, all alone in that house…”

      

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about me,” Marc said, looking his sister in the eyes. “You just have to think about you and your new family. I will always be there for you.” Clarissa gave him a watery smile. “Now help me with these horses.” They turned around and noticed that Cleo was sauntering towards the stable, unperturbed.

      

      “Look at that!” Marc said amazed. His breath hitched as Olivia walked towards them.

      

      “I came to return your horse, but I might not have bothered,” he said with a laugh. “She might have found her way on her own!”

      

      Olivia laughed, an angelic laugh that shook his very core. “Our Cleo is an amazing creature,” Olivia said smiling. “She is the calmest horse I have ever met, and although she is getting on in years, she is still working as hard as ever.”

      

      “Thank you for all your help,” Marc said looking at Olivia, holding her gaze.

      

      “I was glad to help,” Olivia said softly.

      

      “Marc, I wanted to go back to the Blue Willow Ranch, to fetch a few belongings,” Clarissa said happily. “Could you go with me?”

      

      “I…” Marc tore his eyes away from Olivia, “Yes, sure. Of course,” he said, smiling at his sister.

      

      “I hope you don’t mind?” Clarissa said anxiously to Olivia.

      

      “Not at all,” Olivia replied sweetly.

      

      “Are you ready to go?” Marc asked his sister.

      

      “Sure am,” she giggled, “I’m always prepared for a spontaneous ride.” She grinned.

      

      “I’m aware,” Marc said, raising his eyebrows causing Clarissa to blush. “Go get your horse.” Clarissa ran into the stable, leaving Marc alone with Olivia again.

      

      “It’s good to see you,” Marc said softly.

      

      “You too,” Olivia replied.

      

      “How has today been?” Marc said nodding in the direction of his sister. “How was she?”

      

      “Clarissa is sweet,” Olivia said smiling. “She and Frank seem to be in love,” she added, then looked away from him.

      

      “Yeah,” Marc said, if only that were all it takes! He was about to speak when Olivia did the same. They both stopped and smiled at each other.

      

      “Please,” Olivia said smiling, indicating he should speak.

      

      “Ladies first,” Marc replied.

      

      “I’m glad you have not excommunicated your sister,” she said solemnly.

      

      “Why on earth would I…” Marc said astonished, but Olivia cut him off.

      

      “It is not a matter of course,” Olivia added simply. “Believe me… I’m just glad; that’s all.”

      

      “I would never turn my back on those I love,” Marc said fervently. Believe me Olivia. She smiled at him and turned around as Clarissa came riding towards them.

      

      “I’m ready!” she exclaimed.

      

      “Let’s get going,” Marc said, tipping Olivia his hat, “Until next time.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia returned to the house, her heart racing. I just wanted to melt into his arms, she contemplated as she began putting the supplies from the General Store away. She had just finished folding the packing paper neatly together when she noticed Andy and Frank riding back.

      

      Andy does not look too good, she considered as she watched him dismount with difficulty. He ambled towards the house, and Frank took the horses into the stable. Andy walked into the house, and Olivia greeted him.

      

      “How was the riding?” she asked.

      

      “It was fine,” Andy said through clenched teeth.

      

      “Sit down, won’t you?” Olivia said concernedly. Andy seemed to want to object but winced again.

      

      “I think will,” he nodded and walked into the sitting room, “Where is Clarissa?” he asked looking around.

      

      “She went back to the Blue Willow Ranch to fetch a few belongings,” Olivia said. “With Marc,” she hastened to add.

      

      “Marc was here?” Andy asked.

      

      “He came to return Cleo,” Olivia explained.

      

      “Return Cleo?” Andy was puzzled.

      

      Oh, dear, I was hoping I could tell him of this excursion later on…

      

      “I only wanted to help,” she added after she recounted the story.

      

      Andy paused for a long while, contemplating. Finally, he said: “I’m glad you were able to help. It is what the Lord would have wanted.”

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia said gratefully.

      

      “How is O’Leary?” Andy asked.

      

      “Much better,” Olivia said. I am still keeping your promise, Red.

      

      “That’s good,” Andy said, and he sounded worn and tired.

      

      “Let me get you some coffee,” Olivia said walking into the kitchen. She poured him a cup and noticed Frank standing by the gate waving Clarissa, who came riding towards her husband a huge grin on her face.

      

      After her came Marc. Olivia handed Andy the cup. “I will prepare dinner soon,” she said kindly to Andy who murmured his thanks. Olivia walked outside, feeling determined. Marc stood by the stable and was helping Clarissa remove the bag she had tied to her saddle.

      

      “Welcome back,” Olivia said as she approached them.

      

      “Hello,” Marc said politely.

      

      “I wanted to ask you to join us for dinner,” Olivia said to Marc, hopefully. “I’m sure Andy would not mind, as our two families are interlinked now.”

      

      “Oh, that is a kind offer,” Marc said. “But I’m afraid I will have to decline tonight,” he said looking pained as he spoke the words. He looked behind Olivia and gave a small nod. “Perhaps another time?” he added.

      

      Olivia stared back at him, “Oh, of course,” she said dejectedly. I was so very much hoping I would be able to spend a little time with you… “Well, I better get dinner going,” she said, her voice nearly breaking, “Have a nice evening,” she added and turned around quickly to hide her tears. She hurried back into the house, not noticing Andy standing by the window observing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Clarissa opened her eyes and sighed. She snuggled closer to Frank and smiled. This is the best way to start the day, she thought happily. She kissed his cheek and got slowly out of bed, trying to allow him to sleep a little longer. Frank and Andy were working hard these days, and Clarissa knew her husband wanted to prove himself to Andy.

      

      I hope Olivia is not out and about yet, Clarissa contemplated as she tied back her black hair and carefully buttoned her cream-colored dress. She felt like a grown woman when she wore this, I look like mother, she smiled at her reflection in the mirror next to the wardrobe.

      

      Clarissa had been trying hard to help more around the house; it was, however, proving difficult. Olivia was a domestic angel; she was always up before Clarissa, but Clarissa was determined to wake earlier than her and cook the breakfast for once. Clarissa tiptoed into the kitchen but was disappointed when the first thing she saw was Olivia making bread.

      

      “Good morning,” Clarissa said quietly so as not to startle Olivia.

      

      “Good morning,” Olivia replied with a small smile. What is bothering her so? Clarissa thought. Ever since Clarissa and Frank came to live here, Olivia had begun to retreat into herself. Clarissa was terrified that this was her fault, I desperately want her to get along with me!

      

      “I’ll make the coffee?” Clarissa asked her.

      

      “It’s already brewing,” Olivia said.

      

      “Oh,” Clarissa said dejectedly, “I’ll take out the bacon.”

      

      “I can do it,” Olivia said as she took the bread loaf and popped into the stove.

      

      “No, I want to help,” Clarissa said earnestly. Olivia was about to object but seemed to think better of it.

      

      “All right,” she finally said.

      

      “Do you always get up so early?” Clarissa asked her as she took out the neatly packaged bacon. “I tried to get up before you, but no luck.”

      

      “Why did you try to get up before me?” Olivia asked curiously.

      

      “I just wanted to take care of the breakfast,” Clarissa admitted. “I mean, I’m not as good a cook as you are, but I want to get better.”

      

      “I see,” Olivia smiled at her kindly. “Truth be told, I have not been sleeping well… I toss and turn, and I usually end up getting out of bed much too early.”

      

      “You poor thing,” Clarissa said sympathetically. “You must be tired!”

      

      “Not really,” Olivia said, again with that sad smile.

      

      “Perhaps we can try to take turns in preparing breakfast?” Clarissa suggested. “That way you can try to rest a little more?”

      

      “Oh, all right,” Olivia said. “Let’s try it.”

      

      “You must teach me how to make your bread, one day,” Clarissa said, looking at Olivia.

      

      “Sure,” she replied looking a little happier. “You can help me make my mother’s braided bread tomorrow; I always make it on Sundays,” she added. Clarissa started to fry the bacon and some eggs while Olivia laid the table. I will make her see that I can help her out; she does not need to do everything by herself!
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        * * *

      

      Marc was getting used to the unusually quiet house, although he was not eating as regularly as before. Who would have thought I would ever miss Clarissa’s rubbery eggs! He chuckled to himself. He and Red were preparing to take the cattle to town, for the fall cattle-sale. Marc was increasingly more grateful that he had hired Red. His stoic manner and way with the animals made the work run smoothly.

      

      O’Leary was still behaving ridiculously whenever Red was at the farm, staring at him accusingly. Marc knew better than to try to make him change his mind. What worried him more though was the new behavior from his young worker, Joshua.

      

      Every morning he arrived, looking more tired than the night before. It was a long way for him to walk, granted, but there seemed to be something else. I should try to get to the bottom of this, I am beginning to think of him as one of my own.

      

      Today was Sunday, and Marc wanted more than anything to stay home. But he knew that he should go, it was at least a chance for him to see Olivia again. I can still see her beautiful face falter as I decline her dinner invitation, Marc pondered. Seeing Andy standing behind her made Marc realize Andy’s position more.

      

      Andy invited Clarissa into his home without hesitation. I cannot add to his suffering… Even if that means hurting my darling Olivia.

      

      Marc walked out to the farmyard where O’Leary stood in his best clothes. “Good morning, Seamus,” Marc said.

      

      “Good morning,” O’Leary said, adjusting his hat. “I had hoped I could ask a great favor of you,” he added uncertainly.

      

      “What is is Seamus,” Marc asked.

      

      “It’s just, I would very much like to go to church, but I am still not strong enough to walk,” O’Leary said. “Nor ride, for that matter…”

      

      “How about we take the carriage?” Marc said gently.

      

      “Would you?” O’Leary said. “I would be very grateful, yes I would.”

      

      “Certainly,” Marc said. “I will go prepare for our journey.”

      

      “Bless you, son,” O’Leary called after him.

      

      Marc walked into the stable and chuckled when he realized O’Leary had already prepared the carriage.
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        * * *

      

      Clarissa woke up early, her nerves on end. Today she was going to church with Frank as her husband for the first time. She had not been to town since she went with Olivia to the General Store. She dreaded the talking and staring that would undoubtedly follow.

      

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Frank asked opening his eyes.

      

      “I’m nervous about church,” she replied.

      

      “Don’t be,” he said and pulled her into a hug. “I’ll be next to you the whole time!”

      

      She felt lighter as she got dressed in her good dress. She hurried out to the kitchen where, predictably, Olivia stood and was preparing breakfast, dressed for church.

      

      “Good morning,” Olivia said as Clarissa joined her in the kitchen.

      

      “Morning,” Clarissa smiled. They had finally begun to find a balance with them both working in the kitchen; the bumps were fewer, and Clarissa had almost entirely stopped dropping things. Soon Frank and Andy joined them for breakfast.

      

      “I will prepare the carriage,” Frank said and walked out. Andy sat and read the Bible in his favorite chair in the sitting room. Clarissa looked curiously at him. Olivia noticed her looking and said to her quietly: “Andy likes to guess what Pastor Ruggles’ sermon will be about.”

      

      “He reads the passage he thinks Ruggles will talk about?” Clarissa asked amazed.

      

      “Yes,” Olivia chuckled. “He’s usually right. Pastor Ruggles is a good pastor but he can be predictable.” Andy closed the Bible and carefully returned it onto the mantle.

      

      “What will it be today?” Clarissa asked Andy, who looked surprised. He thought for a little while before he said: “Colossians,” with a ghost of a grin on his lips. Clarissa laughed and tied her hat beneath her chin. They walked outside where the carriage waited for them. Frank helped his wife and sister up into carriage before he sat next to Clarissa, holding the reins.

      

      “Why don’t you ride behind us?” Frank asked his brother. “It will be too crowded with us all.”

      

      Andy looked relieved as he clutched his side, as had been his custom since they arrived back in Eloy. “That’s a good idea,” Andy said walking towards the stable.

      

      “What is bothering Andy?” Olivia asked Frank in hushed tones. “At first I figured he was just tired from the long journey, but he seems not to be getting better,” she sounded worried. Clarissa nudged Frank, encouraging him to tell her.

      

      “Fine,” Frank sighed. “On the way to Gilbert City, Andy was attacked, but,” he stopped Olivia from speaking, looking to see if Andy was coming. “He is fine, though I think he might have broken a rib. A carriage ride would cause him more damage, I believe.”

      

      “Oh, dear,” Olivia said with tears in her eyes. “Who told you about this? Surely not Andy?”

      

      “No,” Frank said. “Marc told me. But Andy does not want anyone to know.”

      

      “I understand,” Olivia said.

      

      “Let’s get going,” Andy said, appearing suddenly on his horse. Frank pulled the reins, and the carriage began moving.
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        * * *

      

      At church, the town-folk seemed unable to pull their gaze away from the new couple. Clarissa clutched Frank’s hand and looked away from everyone. Olivia had been whisked up to the organ yet again. Clarissa turned to look at her brother who sat next to O’Leary. She smiled at him, and he gave her a small bow and winked at her.

      

      At least he’s not completely alone, she considered guiltily. The chatter around them seemed to refuse to die down, even when Olivia began playing the first hymn. “Be quiet,” Timothy Carlson hissed at the row of women from the church society that were talking the most.

      

      How strange it is sitting here, next to my darling Frank, Clarissa smiled to herself. I dreamed of this for so long, admittedly without the chatter and whispers! The congregation stood for the next hymn, and Clarissa sneaked a peak at her brother. He was staring ahead, transfixed.

      

      As the service ended Olivia got up from the organ and walked out of the church, seemingly in a hurry. Clarissa observed this and looked over to her brother. He was shaking hands with William Carter. A hand tapped her on the shoulder.

      

      “I hear congratulations are in order?” Doctor Bourne boomed in his powerful voice.

      

      “Thank you,” Clarissa smiled politely. Frank turned around and shook the Doctor’s hand.

      

      “It’s wonderful to see you together,” the Doctor continued. “Just wonderful.”

      

      “Thank you,” Frank said. “We are fortunate to have each other. Now excuse us,” he added walking out of the church holding tightly to Clarissa’s hand.

      

      “Frank,” she said. “I just want to say a quick hello to Sarah.”

      

      “Well, hurry,” Frank said hastily then softened up at the look on his wife’s face. “I’m sorry. Give her my regards. But we need to get home soon.” he added. Clarissa smiled at him and walked hurriedly towards her friend.

      

      “Hello, my sweet friend,” Clarissa said as they embraced.

      

      “I’m sorry I blabbered,” Sarah said miserably. “I was j-j-just so worried…”

      

      “Nothing to apologize for,” Clarissa said kindly. “I realize now that I put you in a terrible situation. I beg your forgiveness.”

      

      “Of course I forgive you,” Sarah said, then looked at Frank. “How is it being married?”

      

      “It’s wonderful,” Clarissa said dreamily. “I will tell you later, but now I have to hurry back.”

      

      “I was hoping you and Frank could join father and me for dinner tonight?” Sarah said, disappointed.

      

      “What a splendid idea,” Clarissa said, “I will go ask him.” She hurried back to Frank.

      

      “Sarah just invited us to dinner with her and her father,” she said happily.

      

      “We cannot,” Frank interjected.

      

      “Why not?” Clarissa asked.

      

      “It is Sunday,” Frank retorted.

      

      “Precisely, I thought we could spend it with them…”

      

      “No, Clarissa,” Frank said seriously. “We spend Sunday with family. End of discussion.”

      

      Clarissa stared at her husband. End of discussion? Your words are like a slap to my cheek! She turned around defiantly and walked back to Sarah.

      

      “Apparently, we cannot join you,” she said bitterly.

      

      “Oh, that’s all right,” Sarah said sadly. “Some o-o-other day.”

      

      “You have my word,” Clarissa said fiercely. She bade goodbye and returned to the carriage.

      

      “I forgot to say goodbye to Marc,” Clarissa said suddenly turning around.

      

      “Clarissa, we need to get going,” Frank said.

      

      “I will only be a moment,” Clarissa retorted.

      

      “Clarissa!” Frank said sternly.

      

      “What?” Clarissa looked furious.

      

      “We have our customs and traditions we like to uphold on Sundays, please respect that,” Frank said.

      

      “Fine,” she replied after a moments pause.

      

      “What is delaying us?” Andy said appearing at the side of the carriage.

      

      “Nothing,” Frank said hurriedly. “We are coming.” Clarissa sat next to her husband and was silent the entire way back.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood in the kitchen and prepared the evening’s roast. Clarissa stood beside her, half-heartedly peeling potatoes. She had been unlike her bubbly self ever since church. I hope she is not having doubts, Olivia thought as she saw how Frank kept glancing at his wife, who resolutely did not look back at him. They should not begin their marriage in anger. This should be a joyous time…

      

      “Clarissa?” Olivia said casually.

      

      “Hmm?” Clarissa looked at her lost in her thoughts.

      

      “Why don’t you go out into the garden and pick herbs and vegetables for a salad?” Olivia said gently.

      

      “All right,” Clarissa said putting down the potato in her hand and untying her apron.

      

      “You could also go to the small hill right by the river and pick flowers for the table,” Olivia said looking in the direction of her brothers. “Frank, you could go with her and help her find her way,” she added sweetly.

      

      “I will,” Frank said standing up and walking towards them. “We will go together,” he added having only eyes for his wife.

      

      “All right,” Clarissa repeated, but she could not hide her grin. The two of them walked to the back of the house, hand in hand.

      

      “We will not have time to read before dinner,” Andy pointed out.

      

      “I think we can find time later,” Olivia said warmly. “We should allow love to blossom freely,” she smiled as she saw the newlyweds share a sweet kiss by the herb garden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc walked out to the stable where O’Leary was shoeing Marc’s horse. “Good morning Seamus,” Marc said. Boy am I glad to see old O’Leary looking happy again! O’Leary had been a different man since church the day before. He was eager to work, and Marc was not surprised to see him more than halfway through with the shoeing.

      

      “Good morning,” O’Leary said as he concentrated on his work.

      

      “Where is Joshua?” Marc asked and looked around searing for him.

      

      “He has not arrived yet,” Seamus said as he gently guided Spirit’s leg back to the ground. “There you go,” he said to the horse before he added. “I was about to ask you about him.”

      

      “I might ride to find him,” Marc said. “The poor kid needs to walk all this way every day.”

      

      “Well, I don’t think that’s the reason for his lateness,” O’Leary sighed as he got up from the small wooden stool he had been sitting on.

      

      “Why is that?” Marc asked.

      

      “Young Joshua mentioned the other day there was a rumor that his father has returned to Eloy,” O’Leary said.

      

      “Mr. Green has returned?” Marc retorted.

      

      “That’s the rumor,” O’Leary replied.

      

      “I heard he had been arrested?” Marc asked.

      

      “Apparently he was released,” O’Leary said.

      

      “Released?” Marc said indignantly.

      

      “The whole story is fishy, if you ask me,” O’Leary continued. “I think it more likely the sheriff was bought off.”

      

      “That’s a serious accusation,” Marc said.

      

      “Or he could simply have escaped,” O’Leary sighed.

      

      “No wonder Joshua’s not sleeping,” Marc said. “But why would he not tell me about this?”

      

      “The boy looks up to you,” O’Leary said. “He does not want your pity.”

      

      “My pity he will not get, but my help…” Marc said thoughtfully.

      

      “I’ll get the saddle,” O’Leary said kindly, walking towards the wall where the horse equipment was stored.

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat in the sitting room with her needlework. Now that Clarissa was living at the Rosewood Ranch, Olivia found she had more free time than before—despite her attempts to keep constantly busy. Clarissa was eager to prove herself, which Olivia understood, but it meant Olivia could not stop her thoughts.

      

      Why did Marc not want to stay for dinner the other day? I am terrified he no longer wants to fight for me… Did Andy get his wish, finally?

      

      “Olivia!” Clarissa said as she walked into the sitting room. “I was going through a box of letters I have, and I found this,” she showed Olivia a crumpled-up piece of paper.

      

      “What is it?” Olivia asked.

      

      “It’s my mother’s sausages recipe,” Clarissa beamed.

      

      “How nice,” Olivia said.

      

      “I’m so glad I found it,” Clarissa said. “She always made these for breakfast; I would love to try to make them!”

      

      “Let’s see,” Olivia read the recipe, “I think we have everything for this.” She thought about what they would need. She put down her needlework and walked into the pantry and looked around. “Yes, we have everything.”

      

      “Fantastic!” Clarissa said happily.

      

      “Should we make them now?” Olivia asked reaching for her apron.

      

      “Actually,” Clarissa said with a slight grimace. “Would it be all right if I made them; on my own?” she asked timidly.

      

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Olivia said taken aback. “I just assumed, I’m sorry.”

      

      “No, no,” Clarissa looked uncomfortable. “This is just something I want to try for myself, I really do not mean any disrespect… It’s just, this is what my mother made, and I want to feel I am able to do this,” she said then added bitterly, “That I am capable of doing at least this!”

      

      “Of course,” Olivia said sympathetically. “I will give you space, I completely understand.”

      

      “Thank you,” Clarissa replied appreciatively.

      

      “And you will then need to teach me how to make them,” Olivia said smiling at her.

      

      “I promise!” Clarissa said.

      

      “In that case, I am going to take a stroll around the garden,” Olivia said, but Clarissa was too busy reading the recipe to hear her. Olivia walked to her room to fetch her mother’s diary. Now was the perfect time to read. Olivia walked to the river, enjoying the usual calmness that she always felt there.

      

      She turned at the large tree and looked to the other side of the river -no one! I can’t stop thinking about Marc, I miss him… She sat down and opened the journal.

      

      “… Life here in Eloy sure is different. The ranch is much bigger than father’s sheep farm. I work hard, and the house is slowly beginning to feel like a home. I even found a lovely little place to write. It is by the river; a small enclosure —a perfect little oasis…”

      

      Olivia gasped. Mother came here? Could it be?

      

      “… I try to stay here only when Roy is riding out; I don’t want him to find me out of the house. Life with Roy is… quiet. He’s not a big talker, and we are still getting acquainted with each other. He has been kind, though. Perhaps I could grow to love him? I miss Mary. I have not heard from her in a long while. I have not dared send her a letter. I need her advice. I think I might be with child!

      

      “… As my figure swells so does Roy's pride. He strokes my belly and tries to listen to the baby’s heartbeat. It makes my heart swoon when he does that. He also dotes on me… I wanted jam the other day, and we had none, so Roy rode out to the neighbours, the Blue Willow Ranch, and borrowed some. The Paytons are nice people. Anna Payton has been over with her newborn son. I am so glad that my little one will have a playmate not far from here…”

      

      Olivia closed the journal, deep in thought. This must have happened soon before the feud began. Mother was not with the man she wanted to be with, but still, she was happy… Olivia continued reading, but her mind was filled with questions. Her mother wrote about growing nervous about having the child, but then there was a long pause. She did not write for weeks.

      

      I should send Mary a letter. It has been too long since we wrote. I need to tell her that I have begun reading the journal and the news of Frank — I better hurry. She got up and walked back to the house. Clarissa was busy in the kitchen, and Olivia sighed as she looked at the mess her sister-in-law had made. That is going to take its time to clean! But the happy look on Clarissa’s face made it worth it.
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        * * *

      

      Marc was on his way to the Green home. He had ridden the way he figured Joshua would walk, but there was no sign of him. He rode up the grassy hill that led to the shabby looking home. He slid off his horse and walked past the gate. No one seemed to be home.

      

      He tied the reins to the fence and walked cautiously towards the house. He knocked on the front door. He could hear a scuttle inside, and then the door opened, and little Mary-Beth stood in front of him.

      

      “Joshua!” she called happily. “It’s Mr. Marc!”

      

      “Mr. Payton,” Joshua corrected his sister sweetly, and walked towards Marc. “I am sorry I could not be at work today,” he said miserably.

      

      “What has happened?” Marc asked looking around the small house. “Where is your mother?”

      

      “Mama’s gone,” little Michael said sadly appearing at Marc’s side.

      

      “She’s not gone,” Joshua iterated. “She will be back soon.”

      

      “Joshua?” Marc asked. “What is going on?”

      

      “Give me a moment,” he said looking at his sister Dolores. “Dolores, I need to step outside to have a word with Mr. Payton, please make sure they stay inside,” he said thoughtfully to his sister. She nodded her head solemnly. Marc walked outside with Joshua.

      

      “Where is your mother?” Marc asked again, more vehemently.

      

      Joshua sighed, “She heard that my father had arrived in Eloy and was staying at the saloon. She said she was going to go see him, said that she would be back soon…” Joshua looked heart-broken. “She has not returned since she left on Sunday morning for church and I can’t leave my siblings alone,” he added fiercely.

      

      “Of course not,” Marc said. “But your mother should not have left you behind.”

      

      “She loves him, that is her cross to bear,” Joshua sighed.

      

      “Might she still be in the town?” Marc asked him.

      

      “I’m not sure,” Joshua replied.

      

      “I will ride to town and find out if she’s there,” Marc reassured his young worker.

      

      “Thank you,” Joshua replied. Marc hurried towards his horse and loosened the reins from the fence. Joshua looked hopeless as he stood by the front door of the small house.
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        * * *

      

      Marc clucked Spirit, his horse, on and they speed towards town. I have a terrible feeling. Something does not seem right. He neared the main street and slowed down, finally tying his horse to the hitching post nearest the town Saloon. He checked his gun in his belt and walked resolutely into the saloon. Mr. Martin looked up surprised as he noticed who it was.

      

      “Mr. Payton,” he said putting down the glass he was polishing.

      

      “Mr. Martin,” Marc replied, “I’m looking for Mrs. Green.”

      

      “That seems to be your lot in life,” Mr. Martin joked.

      

      But Marc said sternly, “This is no laughing matter, have you seen her?”

      

      “Why yes,” Mr. Martin said a little taken aback. “She came here yesterday, looking for her husband.”

      

      “Was Mr. Green here?” Marc asked.

      

      “Mr. Green is a wanted man,” Mr. Martin answered stiffly. “Lawbreakers are not welcome in my Saloon…”

      

      “Give it a rest,” Marc growled. “This is a matter of life and death. It’s none of my business what you do here; I just need to know if Mrs. Green met with her husband.”

      

      Mr. Martin sighed heavily, then said conspiratorially. “You might want to check in one of the rooms upstairs, on the north side.”

      

      That did not bode well. These rooms were generally only used for the traveling cowboy that did not want to be found. Marc climbed the creaky stairs and walked the tight hallway towards a closed door. He put his ear to the door and heard a faint, muffled sound. He slowly opened the door and peered inside. What met him made him yell out.

      

      Mrs. Green lay in the filthy bed, with a black eye and her hands bound. “Violet,” Marc said as he hurried into the room, “Can you hear me?” he said, untying her hands. “Violet?” She slowly opened her eyes and was filled with fright as she noticed where she was. “Calm down,” Marc said soothingly, “It’s me, Marc Payton,” he added. “Remember, your boy Joshua works for me.”

      

      She calmed at the mention of her son, “M-m-m-Marc?” she said, and she looked like a little girl. Violet Green looked around the room and burst into tears, “Where is Jeb?” she asked frightened.

      

      “I don’t know,” Marc said as he helped her stand up. “But I am taking you straight to Doc Bourne.”

      

      “NO!” she yelled, “No, no, no, please. Just take me home,” she pleaded.

      

      “That is not an option,” Marc said guiding her out of the room. Violet was too weak to protest. He helped her down the stairs and glared at Mr. Martin. “You don’t harbor lawbreakers?” he bellowed. “How do you explain this then?”

      

      Mr. Martin turned as white as a ghost and spluttered, “I had no idea…”

      

      “Save it,” Marc barked. “You are partially to blame for this.” Marc turned and left the saloon. He half carried Violet over to Doc Bourne’s office.

      

      “What has happened?” Doc Bourne said as he opened the door and looked at the state of Violet. “Come on in,” he helped her into his office. Marc was about to follow when he heard the sound of hooves speeding off from behind the Saloon. He turned around and tried to make out the riders, but the cloud of dust hid them. He could swear though that one of the riders kept turning around to look at him.

      

      Marc turned around and entered the Doctor’s office. “What has happened to her?” Doctor Bourne said as soon as Marc came inside.

      

      “Her piece of trash husband, I suspect,” Marc muttered.

      

      “Oh, dear,” Doctor Bourne said led Violet to a chair inside the office.

      

      “Will she be all right?” Marc asked anxiously.

      

      Doctor Bourne turned around and gently took Violet's hand in his own. She had stopped crying, but she looked absolutely broken. Doctor Bourne turned her hand around, and she winced, “It might be broken, at least a bad strain. I will clean her eye and set her arm. You should make a full recovery Violet,” he said kindly to her.

      

      “Thank you, Doctor,” she said weakly.

      

      “Can I leave her here with you?” Marc asked him. “I need to go back to see her children.”

      

      “Yes, isn’t her oldest working for you?” Doc Bourne asked.

      

      “Joshua, yes, he’s my worker,” Marc answered, “I must go.”

      

      “Go, my boy,” Doctor Bourne said, “Mrs. Green will stay here, and she can stay with me tonight if need be.”

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said gratefully. The Doc realizes the possible dangers the Green family is in.

      

      “Please take care of my children,” Violet said her voice stuffy with emotion.

      

      “You have my word,” Marc said solemnly. “That I can promise you!”

      

      “Thank you,” Violet sobbed.

      

      “I will be back later,” Marc said to Doc Bourne, then he hurried back to his horse. When he neared the hitching post, he noticed someone had untied Spirit’s reins. Who could have done this? Thankfully, Spirit had stayed at his place, the loyal creature he was.

      

      “Let’s get going,” he said as he mounted, and Spirit seemed to realize the seriousness of the situation. They sped back towards the Green home, and the uneasy feeling inside intensified. Was it Jebediah Green that I saw riding from the saloon? Marc mused as he neared the shack.

      

      When he neared the turn in the road that leads to the Green family home, something grabbed his attention above him. Spirit neighed irritably and shook his head. Marc looked at the sky and noticed a dark cloud, twisting into the air. At once his senses were assaulted with a horrible sour smell. Smoke! Marc felt a shiver run down his spine. The smoke seemed to be coming from above the Green home!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc pulled Spirit’s rein and clicked his tongue, encouraging the horse to run faster. Dear God, please do not let me be too late! He turned by the grassy road and gasped at the sight that greeted him. The Green shack stood in flames. Spirit pulled backward, afraid of the fire.

      

      “Calm down,” Marc said holding onto the reins as Spirit rose on his hind legs, rearing up. “Shh, calm boy,” he stroked the horse’s mane but realized it was pointless. He dismounted awkwardly, trying to calm his frightened horse. “Stay here,” he said staring the black stallion in the eye. The horse reared its head, and Marc turned towards the burning house.

      

      Where are the children? He thought desperately, as the heat from the fire embraced him. He walked closer and heard a child whimpering. He looked towards the fence and sighed hugely. There sat in a huddle little Dolores, her arm around Mary-Beth and Michael. Their faces were covered in soot.

      

      Marc crouched down to their level, “Where is your brother?” Marc asked the frightened children. “Where is Joshua?” Dolores was silent with terror and Mary-Beth sobbed quietly. Finally, little Michael pointed to the burning house, “He’s gettin’ Thosie,” the boy said miserably.

      

      “He’s inside the house?” Marc said worriedly. He got up and ran towards the house. He pulled up his handkerchief and covered his nose and mouth. “Joshua!” he called into the fire. “Joshua!”

      

      Marc peered even closer and managed to look inside the front window. What he saw made his insides twist—a motionless figure on the floor. “Joshua!” he yelled.
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        * * *

      

      Clarissa and Frank sat side by side in the carriage as the horses slowly pulled them onwards. They had just been to town, Clarissa posting a letter to her friend Beatrice and replenishing her stationaries. Frank had suggested they go together, a chance for them to have some alone time.

      

      I am truly blessed to have met you, Frank Wagner, Clarissa mused happily as she rested her head on his shoulder. “I hope Olivia likes the stationary I bought her,” Clarissa said to her husband.

      

      “I’m sure she will,” Frank replied. Clarissa wanted to thank Olivia for her help and generosity. Also, she had helped her let go of her anger yesterday, after church. Frank had been lovely, walking with her as she picked flowers from the back garden.

      

      “Your sister is really sweet,” Clarissa said smiling.

      

      “That she is,” Frank agreed.

      

      “Such a shame that Andy…” Clarissa suddenly stopped speaking and sat up straight. “What is that?” she gestured.

      

      “What are you talking about?” Frank asked looking in the direction that Clarissa was pointing.

      

      “Smoke!” Clarissa said, frightened. “Look, over there.” A cloud of smoke was clearly visible from the outskirts of the town.

      

      “Dear God,” Frank muttered. “I will bring you home, then go help.”

      

      “No!” Clarissa objected. “We must go, now!”

      

      “We?” Frank said staring at her. “Absolutely not!”

      

      “Frank!”

      

      “This is not up for discussion…”

      

      “Frank, there is no time for this; we need to go now!” Clarissa said determinedly.

      

      “All right then,” Frank finally said. “But you stay back, do you understand?”

      

      “Yes,” she replied.

      

      “I will not be able to concentrate if there is a possibility you are in danger,” Frank said sweetly, holding her hand up to his lips.

      

      “I will be safe,” Clarissa smiled. “Now let’s hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      Marc looked around the burning house. The roof will fall in, for sure. I must be careful where I enter… He bent down and walked to the back side of the house. The window above the bed had broken. Marc looked around and found a rock nearby. He grabbed it and hurried to the broken window.

      

      Carefully he broke the remaining glass, and although he was careful, it still caused the fire to roar against him. Marc took a deep breath then climbed into the burning house.

      

      His eyes watered from the heat but his handkerchief gave him a little protection. He could hardly see anything, and he slowly crawled towards the motionless figure on the floor. “Joshua,” he coughed, “Joshua, wake up,” he tried to push Joshua, but he made no sound.

      

      Marc noticed as he neared Joshua that he was cowering over a bundle of material. Marc pulled the bundle from Joshua’s grip and at that the boy pulled back, trying to resist.

      

      “No,” Joshua gargled.

      

      “Joshua,” Marc said close to his ear, “Joshua, it’s me, it’s Marc!” The bundle in Joshua’s arm moved. Rosie! Marc pulled the bundled-up baby from Joshua and laboriously pulled Joshua towards the window. “Come on,” Marc gritted through his teeth. He let go of Joshua and began climbing out of the broken window with Rosie.

      

      “I will be back for you,” Marc yelled at Joshua. The tiny house was now filled with smoke and he could hardly see anymore. He climbed onto the windowsill and jumped blindly out. He landed on his side, desperately trying to keep baby Rosie away from the ground. He stumbled up and shook his head as he tried to see where the other children sat. Finally, he made out where they were sat.

      

      “Keep her safe,” Marc said as he handed the bundle towards Dolores. She took her sister looking terrified at the soot-covered Marc. Marc turned back towards the house. I’m coming Joshua!
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        * * *

      

      The road got more arduous as they neared the source of the smoke. The carriage was heavy, and soon it would not be able to drive up the grassy hill.

      

      “I think we cannot go further,” Frank said as the horses pulled with all their might, but the carriage hardly moved.

      

      “You stay with the carriage, and I will walk,” Frank said.

      

      “Let me go with you!” Clarissa pleaded. “I will stay back, but please do not leave me.”

      

      Frank was about to object when a loud cry was heard from where the smoke came, “You stay behind me, and when I tell you to stop, you do so, all right?” he said gravely.

      

      “Yes,” Clarissa replied honestly. “I promise.”

      

      They parked the carriage and Frank jumped off, helping Clarissa step down. They ran towards the flames. “Does anyone live here?” Clarissa asked looking around.

      

      “I think there is a small house up there,” Frank replied.

      

      They hurried up the hill, and Clarissa gasped as she noticed Spirit, standing alone in the shelter of a tree.

      

      “Spirit!” she cried, “Frank! This is my brother’s horse; Marc must be here!”

      

      “Stay here!” Frank ordered. Clarissa looked frightened but agreed. Frank ran up the remaining road and covered his mouth with his arm. As he saw the enormous flames that once must have been a house, he saw Marc climbing into the burning ruins.

      

      “Maaarc!” he bellowed. He ran past the gate and as he looked around he noticed the four children huddled together crying near a pile of hay.

      

      “Hey, there,” he stopped at once and walked towards them. “Is someone still inside?” he asked.

      

      “My brother,” the oldest child said, “Joshua is still in there.” She pointed, and tears welled in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall.

      

      “I will be with you in a moment,” Frank said as he ran towards where he had seen Marc disappear into the house. He looked into the window and saw Marc trying to heave someone out.

      

      “Wait!” he called, “Marc!”

      

      The crackling of the fire drowned out all sound. Marc continued to try and lift the figure, but Frank got closer to the window and yelled with all his might: “Marc!”

      

      Marc turned around, and a brief look of relief appeared. “Help me carry him out,” Marc called. “The roof’s about to crash.” Frank nodded and got closer to the window, preparing to reach inside. But as soon as he came closer a large piece of the roof collapsed. Frank barely managed to jump away from the rumble.

      

      “Marc!” Frank called, but he could no longer see inside. The whole side had collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      Marc managed to turn his back towards the falling debris just as it fell. He lay over Joshua, protecting his body. He felt a heavy piece of wood on his back, but thankfully nothing had pierced through him.

      

      I must find another way out… We do not have long. He looked around and saw his only option. He would need to jump through the closed door. Marc pushed with all his might the massive piece of wood from his back but was pushed down at once. I will have to crawl forward.

      

      He pushed Joshua forward, trying to protect him. An ominous sound from above made Marc push Joshua haphazardly to his side, and he managed to move under the wood, freeing himself. The creaking sound from above grew louder. This is our final chance! “Come on Joshua,” Marc said as he took the motionless boy in his arms and stood up. He took heavy steps towards the door and lunged for it.

      

      The splinter of wood was everywhere, but he could not have been a moment later. As Marc landed on the grass, the heavenly fresh air filled his nostrils. “We made it,” Marc coughed. He felt hands drag him away from the house and he tried to open his eyes. “Frank?” he asked.

      

      “It’s me,” Frank replied. “Thank the Lord you are alive!”

      

      “Where are the other children?” Marc asked, gingerly sitting up.

      

      “They are here,” Frank said. “Please Marc, you should lie still for a moment.”

      

      Marc was about to retort when a voice shrieked: “Marc!”

      

      “Clarissa,” Frank reprimanded. “I told you to stay behind!”

      

      “Marc,” Clarissa whimpered, running towards her brother. “Marc, can you hear me?” she asked stroking his hair away from his eyes.

      

      “Clarissa,” Frank reiterated. “This is not safe, please, take the children back towards the carriage.”

      

      “Children?” she turned around and noticed the four children. “Hello there, come on,” she said kindly offering her hand, “let’s go together.” Little Michael looked at her for a moment before he took her hand.

      

      “Let me help you,” Clarissa said to Dolores who was struggling to hold her baby sister.

      

      “No!” Dolores said fiercely, holding tightly to her sister.

      

      “What’s your name sweetheart?” Clarissa asked kindly. Dolores looked at Clarissa warily. “My name is Clarissa,” she added.

      

      “My name is Dolores,” the young girl said very quietly.

      

      “That’s a pretty name,” Clarissa said. “And what is your names?” she said turning to the two other children.

      

      “I’m Michael,” the small boy said. “And this is Mary-Beth,” he took his sister’s hand and stroked it gently.

      

      “This is Rosie,” Dolores said finally looking at the small girl in her arms.

      

      “What do you say about I hold the baby, and you hold your brother and sisters’ hands?” Clarissa suggested gently.

      

      Dolores looked at her sister and brother and nodded. Clarissa took the bundle-wrapped child from the young girl arms and helped the children stand. Michael demanded to hold Clarissa’s hand. Finally, she managed to hold hands with Michael who clutched her and Dolores’ hands, who tightly held onto Mary-Beth’s hand. Gingerly they filed down the hill, Clarissa clasping Rosie close to her chest.

      

      “Please hurry,” she said quietly to her husband, turning her head to look at him.

      

      “We will, sweetheart.”

      

      “Marc,” Frank asked. “Can you walk?”

      

      Marc sat up and looked over at Joshua, “Take him. I’ll be fine.”

      

      “All right,” Frank said, moving over to Joshua. They both looked behind them as a loud crashing sound reverberated around them. The rest of the roof had collapsed. “You could not have been a in there minute longer,” Frank said, amazed as he picked up Joshua’s limp body.
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        * * *

      

      Marc watched the complete wreckage burn away. Thank the Lord there are no other houses near, he thought as he got up slowly. He turned back and followed to where Frank had left, carrying Joshua. He stumbled down the grassy hill and saw his sister in the distance, helping Frank to lay Joshua onto the carriage. Marc walked towards Spirit, who still stood where he had left him.

      

      Marc grabbed the horse’s mane to hold his balance. Spirit bent down, making it easier for Marc to mount. “You are a good boy,” Marc chuckled as the horse stood up slowly. Marc rode the short distance to where the carriage stood.

      

      “Marc,” Clarissa said worried. “Thank God you were there.”

      

      “How is he?” Marc asked looking at Joshua.

      

      “Breathing,” Frank said as he securely closed the carriage.

      

      “Marc,” Frank said seriously. “Should you be riding?”

      

      “I’m all right,” Marc dismissed.

      

      “We should hurry back home,” Clarissa said, appearing by her husband.

      

      “Joshua needs a doctor,” Frank said.

      

      “I think it better to bring Doctor Bourne home,” Clarissa suggested. “His office is small, and I think it better for Joshua to be with his siblings; Lord knows his siblings need to be with him.”

      

      “I will ride to town,” Marc said weakly, coughing.

      

      “No,” Frank said, “I will ride to town, and you two ride back home.”

      

      “That’s a good idea,” Clarissa said, looking at her brother. “Marc, come on now, you will ride with me.”

      

      Marc coughed again and sighed, “You are right,” he carefully dismounted. “We will ride home. I have room for all of the children.”

      

      “All right,” Frank said taking the reins from Marc. “I will return to the Blue Willow Ranch with Doctor Bourne.”

      

      Marc stroked Spirit’s head before he walked to the front of the carriage. Clarissa walked to her husband and kissed him, “Be careful,” she said stroking his cheek.

      

      “You too, my darling,” Frank said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marc pulled on the reins, but the movement made him cough violently. “You should rest,” Clarissa said worriedly, “I can steer the carriage.”

      

      “No,” Marc said quietly.

      

      “Marc, please,” Clarissa pleaded with her brother as they began moving.

      

      “No,” Marc objected, “I need for you to stay with Joshua and the children.”

      

      “Are you sure?” Clarissa asked.

      

      “Yes,” Marc dismissed. “Please Clarissa, stay with Joshua.”

      

      “I will,” Clarissa said reassuringly and climbed into the back of the carriage.

      

      “Thank you,” Marc said as he gently pulled the reins so the horses moved quicker. Marc rubbed soot from his eyes and sat straighter. He could hear hooves in the distance. What if these are the men I saw riding away from saloon before? Marc loosened his gun from his belt, keeping it out of sight.

      

      “Keep down,” he called back into the carriage. “And do not speak until I say it’s safe.”

      

      “Ok,” came Clarissa’s soft voice from the carriage.

      

      The horses came nearer, and Marc pulled back the hammer of his gun. He slowed the carriage down to a stop. A moment later the horses appeared, and Marc grabbed his weapon, holding it out — ready to shoot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Frank sped towards the town. Much of the town-folk stood outside and watched the smoke rise. Frank slowed down as he came to the main street. He stopped close to Doctor Bourne’s office. Frank slid off the horse and quickly tied it to a hitching post. Next, he ran inside the office.

      

      “Doctor!” Frank called as he entered. “Doctor Bourne!”

      

      “Yes,” Doctor Bourne said as he came from the back room. “What is the meaning of this? Mr. Wagner?” he said surprised.

      

      “Hurry, doctor,” Frank said. “You must ride with me to the Blue Willow Ranch.”

      

      “What are you talking about? Slow down son,” Doctor Bourne said looking intently at Frank.

      

      “There was a fire, up at the Green home,” Frank explained. “Young Joshua was inside; Doctor you must hurry!”

      

      “Did you say Joshua?” a frail voice said from the doorway to the back room. “What has happened to my Joshua?” Violet Green said apprehensively.

      

      “Please, Violet,” Doctor Bourne said. “You need to rest…”

      

      “What happened to my son?” Violet asked. “I beg you, tell me!”

      

      “Doctor!” Frank said impatiently. “We must hurry!”

      

      “What happened to my son?” Violet shrieked and almost fell due to the strain.

      

      “Mrs. Green,” Frank said kindly, “Joshua has inhaled smoke and he is weak, but he is breathing. I came to fetch the doctor.”

      

      Doctor Bourne scoffed as Frank spoke, but Violet nodded her head. “Thank you for telling me,” she said calmer now.

      

      “I am going to ask my wife to take you to my home,” Doc Bourne said to Violet. “You need your rest.”

      

      Violet sobbed quietly but agreed, “If you say so, Doctor.”

      

      “I will need to grab supplies, and let my wife know,” Doc Bourne said looking around for his leather bag.

      

      “I can find your wife,” Frank said. “Is she at home?”

      

      “No, she went to the General Store,” he replied.

      

      “I will fetch her,” Frank said, already retreating. “Please hurry.” Frank left the Doctors office and jogged towards the General Store.

      

      “Frank?” William said as Frank barged into the store. “What has happened?”

      

      “I have little time,” Frank said. “Is Mrs. Bourne here?”

      

      “I’m here,” Mrs. Bourne said, from behind Frank.

      

      “Oh, good,” Frank said. “I am sorry to barge in here, but I must ask you to return to your husband’s office…”

      

      “I will return at once,” Mrs. Bourne said, putting down the fabric she had been examining.

      

      “You will?” Frank said, surprised.

      

      “Of course,” Mrs. Bourne said. “My husband would never have someone fetch me unless it’s serious,” she added. “I’m sorry, William, I will need to come back later.”

      

      “Frank?” William asked confused. “What has happened?”

      

      Frank turned to face him from the door, “There was a fire,” he said seriously. “At the Green residence, young Joshua was injured,” he added before leaving, following Mrs. Bourne back to the Doctor’s office.

      

      “Dear,” Doctor Bourne said to his wife, “I need you to take Violet Green home.” he looked intently at his wife. “Keep her calm, and lock the door,” he added seriously.

      

      “I will,” Mrs. Bourne said. “Be careful.”

      

      “You too, dear,” Doc Bourne said. It is as if they speak with looks alone, Frank noted amazed.

      

      “Come now, Frank,” Doctor Bourne said, turning his attention to him. “Let’s ride.”

      

      “Yes,” Frank said. He hurried back to Marc’s horse and untied the reins. They rode in silence; both determined to get to the farm as fast as possible. Frank looked back and could see the town-folk getting on their horses with buckets, riding towards the dark smoke. “It is a blessing in disguise that the Green home is as remote as it is,” Frank said.

      

      “Something tells me the circumstances of this fire are most suspicious,” Doctor Bourne said as they neared the crossroads between the two ranches. Frank said nothing but rode on, deep in thought. What is the reason behind all of this madness? Who is responsible for the fire?
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        * * *

      

      Marc held his gun out at the newcomers, but immediately put down his weapon. “Sheriff?” he said as Sheriff Blackwell appeared followed by his junior assistant, Ian Jennings.

      

      “Marc Payton?” Sheriff Blackwell said surprised. “Were you at the fire?” he said observing Marc’s sooty clothes.

      

      “I was,” Marc said simply.

      

      “Did you notice anyone leaving from the house when you arrived?” Sheriff Blackwell asked him seriously.

      

      “No,” Marc replied. “But I did see a group of men riding from town. Someone untied my horse as I was about to ride back here.”

      

      “Back here?” Ian Jennings asked.

      

      “Young Joshua Green is my worker,” Marc said. “He is in the back,” he gestured to the carriage, “I’m sorry gentlemen, but I must get going. Joshua is not well, and he needs care.”

      

      “You were the one that brought Violet Green to Doctor Bourne?” the Sheriff asked shrewdly.

      

      “I was,” Marc replied.

      

      “Good,” Sheriff Blackwell said. “We need to go take care of the fire. We will come by your ranch later. There is much we need to discuss.”

      

      “Fair enough,” Marc said. Sheriff Blackwell and Ian Jennings rode past him, and Marc pulled the reins guiding the horses on.
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        * * *

      

      “Marc?” Clarissa called from the back of the carriage.

      

      “Yes,” Marc replied. “Is everything all right?”

      

      “Joshua is coughing,” Clarissa said, and she sounded frightened. “An awful lot.”

      

      “We are nearly home,” Marc reassured his sister. He yanked the reins harder, making the horses ride faster. We are nearly there. Finally, they were riding up the road that led to the Blue Willow Ranch. Marc could see O’Leary standing at the edge of the house, looking towards the smoke cloud in the distance.

      

      “O’Leary!” Marc called as he rode in the farmyard. “We need your assistance.” O’Leary hurried back as fast as he could. Marc jumped from the carriage and walked to the back, opening the back door.

      

      “Clarissa, you take the children inside,” Marc said. “O’Leary, help me carry Joshua.”

      

      O’Leary appeared at his side and gasped and crossed himself. “What in the name of the Lord happened?”

      

      “There was a fire,” Marc said. “We need to get him inside.” O’Leary helped Marc carry Joshua inside the house. “Let’s lay him in here,” Marc said pointing to Clarissa’s old room. They laid him down on the bed, and O’Leary hurried to open the window. “We need the doctor,” O’Leary said.

      

      “He is on his way,” Marc said. “Frank went to get him.”

      

      “I will get water,” O’Leary said leaving the room. Marc watched his young worker struggle to breathe. Come now Joshua, do not give up. Fight…

      

      A commotion outside was heard, and soon Doctor Bourne’s booming voice was heard: “Where is he?”

      

      “In here, Doctor,” Marc called. Doc Bourne pushed open the door and entered. Immediately he sat by Joshua’s bedside, listening to his heart with his stethoscope. He continued to examine him, Marc standing close by.

      

      “How is he?” Marc asked.

      

      “I need to treat this burn on his arm,” Doc Bourne said. “And I need to observe his breathing. I do not like the sound of it; not at all.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood out by the small vegetable patch and watched transfixed at the smoke cloud in the distance. What has happened? she wondered. She picked up the basket with vegetables and returned to the house. At the same time, Andy entered the house.

      

      “Have Frank and Clarissa not returned yet?” Andy asked, looking around the house.

      

      “No,” Olivia said, “Andy, did you notice the smoke?”

      

      “Yes,” he replied.

      

      “What do you think has happened?” she asked.

      

      “Dark smoke like this almost always means a big fire,” Andy said sombrely.

      

      “Oh, I hope no one is hurt,” Olivia said concernedly. A knock on the door made both of them look at each other.

      

      “I will answer,” Andy said walking towards the front door. “Hello?” he said uncertainly.

      

      “Good afternoon,” the visitor said. Olivia turned around as she recognized Red’s voice. She hurried to the door.

      

      “Red!” she exclaimed.

      

      “You know this man?” Andy asked her.

      

      “This is Red, the one I told you about. The one that helped us with the cattle,” Olivia explained. “He’s the cowboy at the Blue Willow Ranch.”

      

      “I see,” Andy said. “Thank you for your help,” he said to Red.

      

      “I was happy to help,” Red said. “However, I came to let you know that young Joshua Green was injured in the fire,” he said calmly, looking intently at Olivia.

      

      “Oh, no!” Olivia said but stopped at the look on Red’s face.

      

      “He will need the Chokecherry and Snakeweed,” Red said. “The sooner, the better.”

      

      “Yellow-Spined Thistle will help with the burns,” he added handing Olivia a small bag of dried flowers. “Boil and apply to the skin.”

      

      “Thank you!” Olivia said gratefully. “But why do you not take this?” she urged him.

      

      “You know why,” Red said stoically. “The doctor from town is there now, this is how it must be.”

      

      “Fine,” Olivia said, “I understand.”

      

      “I will ride out now,” Red said. “There is an omen in the sky…” he added as he walked away from Andy and Olivia.

      

      “What was he talking about?” Andy asked Olivia.

      

      She observed her brother and contemplated, I think I must tell him the truth, “When O’Leary was ill, I nursed him to the best of my abilities, but his fever was barely down. Red came to me and gave me herbal remedies, from his people,” Olivia said looking carefully at Andy. “I made the paste and broth as he instructed me and O’Leary made an incredible recovery.”

      

      “Why did you not tell me this?” Andy asked her sternly.

      

      “Red made me promise him I would not,” Olivia said.

      

      “All right then,” Andy replied.

      

      “Will you accompany me to the Blue Willow Ranch?” Olivia asked.

      

      “Yes,” Andy said at once, causing Olivia to look at him surprised. “We should always give help; it is the Lord’s way.”

      

      “Thank you,” Olivia smiled at him. “I will get my things.”

      

      “I will prepare the carr…” Andy’s voice died out. “Frank has not returned with the carriage!” After a moment’s pause, he said, “We will have to ride then.”

      

      “I will go change,” Olivia said hurrying into her room. She changed into her riding pants. Once I hardly ever wore these, now I seem to wear them every other day! Olivia returned to the kitchen and grabbed the remaining paste she had made for O’Leary. Andy was outside preparing their horses. Olivia closed her bag, with the bag Red had given her, along with the Snakeweed and Chokecherries.

      

      “Should I not bring food?” Olivia asked just as they were about to leave.

      

      Andy could not help but chuckle, “Dear sister, you always worry people will not eat enough.”

      

      “Oh, I know, but Marc has been alone in the house,” Olivia pondered. “I will grab a little food, just in case!”
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        * * *

      

      Marc left Doctor Bourne as he dressed Joshua’s burn wounds. He could hear O’Leary talking to Frank outside. Clarissa had the children in the sitting room, and they looked miserable as they huddled together.

      

      “How is the little one?” Marc asked.

      

      “She seems to be all right,” Clarissa said amazed. “I will ask Doctor Bourne to take a look at her, but she was completely covered in this quilt.”

      

      “Thank the heavens,” Marc said, gently stroking the child’s head as she slept in Clarissa’s arms.

      

      “Marc,” Frank said as he stood in the doorway to the house, “I think Sheriff Blackwell is riding here.”

      

      “I will greet him,” Marc said and walked outside. Sure enough, Sheriff Blackwell and Ian Jennings were riding up the farmyard.

      

      “Afternoon,” Marc said tipping his hat to the newcomers.

      

      “How do you do,” Sheriff Blackwell greeted as he dismounted his horse. “How is the Green kid?”

      

      “Doctor Bourne is with him now,” Marc replied.

      

      “Good,” the Sheriff replied.

      

      “Is the boy in that room?” Ian Jennings asked, pointing to the window facing the farmyard.

      

      “Yes,” Marc replied.

      

      “What can you tell me?” he added.

      

      “As I am sure you know by now,” Sheriff Blackwater said. “Jebediah Green is on the run. He broke out of the jail in Coolidge.” Marc clenched his fist at the Sheriffs words. I should not have given him a chance before. I could have prevented this…

      

      “We believe he is working for outlaws from up North,” Sheriff Blackwell continued. “There is a bounty on his head, for $500, dead or alive.”

      

      Marc looked up at his words, “Are there bounty hunters after him?”

      

      “Not yet,” Blackwell replied. “But it will not be long. Jebediah Green is, however, not the bounty-hunters’ main focus.”

      

      “Who is?” Marc asked.

      

      “A cowboy that calls himself Lockheart,” Blackwell said. “Most likely not his real name. Lockheart is believed to be the ringleader in a wide cattle-thieving scheme.”

      

      “Cattle-thieving scheme?” Frank asked looking stunned.

      

      “They infiltrate in the unlikeliest places,” Ian Jennings said looking at Marc.

      

      “Infiltrate?” Marc said astonished. “Infiltrate how?”

      

      “They get work on ranches, often where the rancher is none the wiser,” Jennings said with a sardonic smile. “They seem helpful in the beginning and gain the ranchers’ trust…”

      

      “Then they steal cattle, right out from under their nose,” Blackwell finished. “This has been happening all over Arizona for the last few years, but they are smart. They never stay in the same town for long, and we are only now realizing this pattern.”

      

      “Do you have new workers here Mr. Payton?” Jennings asked. “Workers that you perhaps know little or nothing about?”

      

      “What are you insinuating?” Marc asked, his temper rising.

      

      “Just that these are dangerous men,” Sheriff Blackwell said. “And I believe that boy is in great danger.”

      

      “Why is that?” Marc asked looking away from Jenning’s face.

      

      “He has most likely seen Lockheart’s face,” Blackwell said seriously. “He could identify him — he might even know his real name.”

      

      “Those men I saw, riding away from the saloon?” Marc asked.

      

      “We believe it was them,” Ian Jennings said. “And they saw you with Mr. Green’s wife.”

      

      “Do not tell me that Jebediah Green believes I was untoward to his wife?” Marc yelled appalled.

      

      “Yes,” Sheriff Blackwell said simply. “It is most likely they will try to get to the boy.”

      

      “I will protect him,” Marc said at once. “I will stay up all night.”

      

      “I thought you would say that,” Blackwell said with a slight grin. “We will be guarding the perimeter tonight, but you are going to need to have someone at every side of the house.”

      

      “I will stay,” Frank said suddenly. He had been standing close by listening to their conversation. “Clarissa can take the children home.”

      

      “No,” Marc said, “She stays here, and you too.”

      

      “Good,” Frank said solemnly.

      

      “We will need to speak with young Joshua,” Blackwell said, and at that moment Doc Bourne came outside, his sleeves rolled up.

      

      “Good afternoon, Sheriff,” Doctor Bourne said in his rich voice.

      

      “Doctor,” the Sheriff tipped him his hat.

      

      “How is he?” Marc asked him.

      

      “He is sleeping,” the doctor replied. “There is not much more I can do for now,” he sighed and mopped his forehead with a handkerchief. “This boy is a hero,” he continued, “I took a look at the youngest child, who he returned to the house to get, to the best of my understanding. He covered the child in a quilt, and she is fine. Not a scratch on her!”

      

      “Thank the heavens,” Frank said.

      

      “But I would like to return home, gentlemen,” Doctor Bourne said. “My wife is taking care of Mrs. Green and by the sounds of it, they should not be alone!”

      

      “You are right,” Sheriff Blackwell said. “You can ride back with us.”

      

      “Someone needs to sit by the boy tonight,” Doctor Bourne said to Marc, “I will be back early tomorrow morning.”

      

      “Yes, we will take care of him,” Marc said.

      

      “We will be close by,” Sheriff Blackwell said. “Be careful,” he added looking between both Marc and Frank.

      

      “But I see you will have reinforcements tonight,” he added as he noticed Andy and Olivia Wagner riding towards the ranch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Olivia?” Marc said surprised as she and Andy came closer.

      

      “Hi,” she smiled sweetly.

      

      “Well, we will get going,” Sheriff Blackwell said. “Miss,” he bowed his hat.

      

      Marc looked away from Olivia as he watched Sheriff Blackwell, Ian Jennings, and Doctor Bourne leave. Frank walked towards his siblings, taking their horses. “Olivia, what are you doing here?” Marc asked her as she walked closer to him.

      

      “I’m here for Joshua,” she said.

      

      “You are?” Marc replied, looking confused.

      

      “Red came over and told me what happened,” Olivia said carefully. “He said I might help.” Andy looked at her as she spoke. Olivia looked back, silently asking him to say nothing.

      

      “He was right,” Marc said, and Olivia sighed. “Come inside. You too, Andy,” he added.

      

      “Olivia?” Clarissa said shocked. “And Andy?”

      

      “We will explain later,” Olivia said, smiling at the small children that had all cuddled around Clarissa.

      

      “Miss Olivia,” little Michael said as he noticed her, his small face looking tired but happy to recognize someone.

      

      “Hello Michael,” Olivia said sweetly, walking towards him. “It’s so good to see you again.”

      

      “Miss Olivia?” Michael said timidly.

      

      “Yes, what is it sweetheart?” Olivia said, stroking his hair gently.

      

      “I’m scared,” he said very quietly. Olivia fought her sob from escaping her lips.

      

      “That’s all right,” she said very kindly. “You are safe now. Do you see all these people,” she gestured to the three men behind her.

      

      “Uh-huh,” the small boy nodded, his eyes wide as he looked at the men.

      

      “They are all very strong and very brave,” Olivia spoke clearly, and the boy looked very impressed. “They are going to protect you, and all your siblings.”

      

      “You are?” he asked.

      

      “We sure are,” Marc replied.

      

      “You betcha,” Frank said kindly. Andy nodded solemnly at the boy.

      

      “Wow,” Michael said a grin spreading across his young face. Olivia smiled with him and looked back at the men behind her. She and Marc locked eyes for a moment.

      

      “Were you sent from heaven?” Michael asked Olivia thoughtfully, causing all the grown-ups to hide their laughter.

      

      “Why, what a sweet thing to ask,” Olivia said.

      

      “I think you came from heaven to help my mama, and all my brothers and sisters,” he said seriously.

      

      “It’s hard to argue with that,” Marc said, looking intently at Olivia.
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        * * *

      

      “What is going on?” Andy asked Marc as soon as Olivia had retreated into the room where Joshua lay. Marc retold the story of Mr. Green and the fire. “This man set fire to a house with his children inside?” Andy asked appalled. “What sort of a monster is this man?”

      

      “We cannot be sure that is what happened,” Marc said. “But the way he treated his family was despicable,” he added, thinking about Mr. Green trying to hit Joshua the first time he met him.

      

      “If he or this Lockheart tries to get to him I will be ready,” Marc said darkly.

      

      “We will stay with you,” Frank said looking at Andy, who nodded.

      

      “Of course,” Andy replied. Clarissa appeared next to Marc, still holding the sleeping Rosie.

      

      “I think we should let the children rest in Mother and Father’s room,” she said to Marc. “They are completely exhausted, and it would give me a chance to clean their clothes.”

      

      “Yes,” Marc said. “That’s a good idea.” Marc walked towards his parent’s bedroom and stopped before he opened the door. He had not wanted to step inside the room since he returned home. He pushed the door open and prepared himself for dust and heavy air.

      

      But neither was there. The room looked clean, and it seemed to have been dusted not long ago. How odd, he pondered as he walked into the room. He turned around and pulled back the covers on the bed. It looked freshly made. This is strange….

      

      Clarissa came inside, holding Rosie in one arm and holding little Michael’s hand, who yawned and rubbed his eye. “Come, now,” Clarissa said and carefully laid Rosie in the bed. She helped Michael undress, and then, he crawled up into the bed next to his sister. Marc turned around, and the two girls came, holding hands, looking around the new room.

      

      “I’ll be in the kitchen,” Marc said to his sister, as she turned around to help the remaining children to bed. She will make a good mother one day, Marc thought happily and smiled at her as she left the room a moment later, her hands full of clothes.

      

      “What?” she asked him, a curious smile on her sweet face.

      

      “I’m just proud of you,” Marc said.

      

      “Thank you,” Clarissa answered, looking a little confused but pleased. Marc could not believe how much his sister had changed in these past weeks. Gone was the frivolous girl, that cared more about giggling and writing letters than her chores; now Clarissa was a mature young woman. His heart swelled with brotherly love as he followed her into the kitchen.

      

      “They fell asleep just as their heads touched the pillows,” Clarissa said as she put the clothes into the wash basin and looked around the kitchen. “I’ll make some coffee,” she said and began moving around.

      

      “Did you clean Mother and Father’s room?” Marc asked her.

      

      “Me?” Clarissa said astonished. “No, not since just after the funeral. I found it hard to be inside the room, truth be told. But did you re-arrange the kitchen, Marc?” Clarissa asked laughing as she looked around the much tidier countertop. Marc raised his eyebrows at her, and she giggled. “Well, it is much better. It’s much more like over at the Rosew…” her voice trailed off as Marc looked toward the room where Joshua was. “Coffee…” she amended and focused her attention on heating the water.

      

      Marc walked over to Andy and Frank that were talking in the sitting room. O’Leary sat next to them. “How is the boy?” O’Leary asked worriedly.

      

      “He is sleeping,” Marc replied. “Olivia is by his side now.”

      

      “Well, if she does anything in the likes she did for me, that boy will turn out all right,” O’Leary said.

      

      “But most important thing now is to protect Joshua,” Marc said.

      

      “We should take turns guarding the house,” Frank suggested.

      

      “It would be prudent to guide both sides,” Andy said.

      

      “You are both right,” Marc said. “Two outside the house and one inside the house with the women.”

      

      “I agree,” Andy said. The two men looked at each other, and an unspoken understanding seemed to exist between them. I will not use this as an opportunity to try to get nearer to Olivia. It would not be right.

      

      “I will stay inside first,” Frank said. “If you do not mind. I would like to be near Clarissa now.”

      

      “Before you go out, at least have some coffee,” Clarissa said holding out mugs. They took the mugs and thanked her. Everyone drank in silence as Olivia came from the room. Her hair was tied back into a knot, and her cheeks were flushed, and she carried a small basin.

      

      “I need to make more broth,” she said walking into the kitchen breaking the silence. “He will not be able to drink it, but I am going to leave the basin close to the bed so he can breathe the fumes.”

      

      “What sort of a broth are you making?” Clarissa asked curiously.

      

      “It is called Snakeweed root,” Olivia said looking at Andy nervously.

      

      “Oh, I have never heard of it,” she said looking at the strange root. “Do you grow it?”

      

      “I…” Olivia hesitated then finally said: “No.”

      

      “Oh?” Clarissa looked confused.

      

      Olivia looked at her sister-in-law and sighed. I am sorry Red, but I cannot keep lying to my family, “This is a remedy from Red,” Olivia said softly. Marc turned to look at her quickly.

      

      “I’m sorry, from Red?” he asked.

      

      “Yes,” she answered.

      

      “You are using a herbal remedy from,” Frank began, “from… his kind?” he looked concerned, “Is that wise?”

      

      “Frank!” Clarissa reprimanded him.

      

      “It helped O’Leary,” Olivia said slowly. “When I came here to nurse you,” she said looking at O’Leary’s inscrutable face. “Nothing I did helped, not really. But then Red came to me and gave me these herbs. I was uncertain whether to use them or not, but the fumes alone seemed to help you,” Olivia said. “I applied the paste on your chest, and the next day, your cough was as good as gone,” she added. “I trust Red,” she said more confidently.

      

      “As do I,” said Marc.

      

      “The remedy was from Red?” O’Leary asked aghast.

      

      “Yes,” Olivia said quietly. “He begged me not tell you where it came from, but I cannot keep lying, not when it means claiming these remedies as mine when they are not.”

      

      “I need to get some air,” O’Leary said and left the house.

      

      “He will be all right,” Marc said, “I think he is battling his conscience now.”

      

      “We should go out,” Andy said looking at Marc.

      

      “You are right,” Marc said, putting down his coffee mug.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, the house was quiet but tense. Clarissa sat next to the children’s bed, half-asleep. Frank was outside walking back and forth. Andy stood behind the house, clutching his gun, ready to fire quickly.

      

      Olivia was inside Joshua’s room, applying the paste on his chest and placing a mug from the basin of broth close to him, to make him breathe the fumes. Marc stood at the farmyard looking eagle-eyed around the land ahead of him.

      

      “Come inside and get some more coffee,” Frank said from the doorway. “I will relieve you.”

      

      “Thanks,” Marc said looking up at the moon. He returned to the house, and Frank took his place instead. Marc walked into the kitchen and grabbed his mug from the kitchen table. He poured himself more coffee and had barely returned the coffee pot on the stove when Olivia walked into the kitchen, deep in thought.

      

      “Oh,” she stopped as she noticed him. “You startled me,” she smiled at him. They were alone together in the kitchen.

      

      “Forgive me,” Marc replied sweetly.

      

      “Always,” Olivia sighed.

      

      “I want to thank you for being here,” Marc said quietly, not wanting to break the spell that surrounded them.

      

      “I would not want to be anywhere else,” Olivia replied solemnly.

      

      “My dear Olivia,” Marc said as he took a small step closer to her.

      

      “Oh, Marc,” Olivia said emotionally.

      

      “I wish things were different,” Marc whispered as his hand stroked a golden lock that had fallen into her face. Olivia closed her eyes at the touch.

      

      “I dream of your embrace,” Olivia said so quietly she might not have uttered a sound.

      

      “Olivia…” Marc said, and gently stroked her cheek. Olivia looked at him with tears in her eyes, resting her cheek in his palm. Marc moved his face closer to her, his lips hovering over hers. Then suddenly Frank called his name — breaking the spell.  

      

      “Forgive me,” he said sadly as he walked away from her.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked back outside; his senses reeling from being so close to Olivia again. Frank, who seemed none the wiser, was leading Marc to the edge of the farmyard. “What is it, Frank?” Marc asked annoyed as Frank had not said a word since calling his name.

      

      “Here,” Frank said as they stood near the fence. In the darkness stood Red. “Red?” Marc asked surprised. “What are you doing out here? Come inside!”

      

      “No,” Red said simply. “I came to warn you.”

      

      “About what?” Marc asked.

      

      “Not everything is as it seems,” Red said seriously.

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “I was resting uphill, near the animals,” Red began his voice barely louder than a whisper. “When I heard voices.”

      

      “Voices,” Marc stressed. “Who did you hear? Did you recognize them?”

      

      “I did,” Red answered simply. “You should guard the west side and be careful not to be fooled.”

      

      “Fooled?” Marc asked, “Fooled by who?”

      

      Red looked towards the moon and became very still, as he concentrated on listening, “I must go now, but protect the boy,” Red said turning around.

      

      “Red!” Marc called. “You need to explain yourself!”

      

      “I must go,” Red said. “I need to protect the animals.”

      

      “Is someone after the cattle?” Marc asked him.

      

      “I can protect them tonight,” Red said. “But you need to protect young Joshua,” and with that, he disappeared into the darkness.

      

      “He sure is a strange man,” Frank said.

      

      “That he is,” Marc said feeling annoyed.

      

      “We should listen to what he said?” Frank looked at Marc. “Should we not?”

      

      “I…” Marc was deep in thought.

      

      “Or do you think Ian Jennings was talking about him before,” Frank said in low tones. “Do you think he meant Red?”

      

      “Let’s go talk to your brother,” Marc said, ignoring Frank’s question. “Do you have new workers here?” I am sure he was talking about Red. It has no doubt been heard throughout town that I hired him, and I know almost nothing about his past… Is it possible he fooled me?

      

      Frank followed Marc to the back of the house, where Andy stood vigilant in his wake. As they approached him, Andy said softly: “Frank, you should go see to your wife,” in an authoritative tone. Something about Andy’s posture was off. Marc nodded his head to Frank and whispered: “Lock the house. Let no one in!” Frank turned around and sauntered back into the house. Marc walked closer to Andy, stopping by his side.

      

      “The moon shines bright tonight,” Andy said looking towards the sky.

      

      “That it does,” Marc replied, feeling Andy turn slightly to the left.

      

      “Have you seen your cowboy tonight?” Andy asked, and as he spoke, he turned to look at Marc.

      

      “Yes, I have,” Marc replied, but then he noticed Andy looking in a direction to their left. He glanced in the same direction rapidly before he looked back towards the sky. Marc took a sip of his cooling coffee and chanced a glance at the direction Andy had indicated. There it was. A pair of eyes watching them, half hidden behind leaves. Someone is watching us —close. But perhaps they think they are still unnoticed? Might Andy be trying to trick them?

      

      “I think I will retire to bed,” Andy said suddenly. “I do not think anyone will come for the boy.” Andy turned around and said barely audibly in Marc’s ear. “Lure him forward, I will approach from the west side.”

      

      “Here, could you take my mug?” Marc said, handing Andy his mug. Andy took it, and Marc nodded discreetly.

      

      “I think you are right,” Marc said then added: “Andy, could you see if Violet is still awake?”

      

      Andy looked at him for a moment before he answered: “I will check on her.” Andy left, and Marc waited a little while before he walked forward, sitting down at the tree stump. He looked towards the stars and sighed, “Soon, Violet, we will be able to be together. At last!” A rustle in front of Marc caught his attention, but he kept resolutely watching the sky.

      

      Then a familiar voice said, “Violet will never be yours!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jebediah!” Marc said as he looked down from the sky, at the ratty looking Jebediah Green, who stood in front of him, pointing a rifle towards Marc.

      

      “Why did you come here?” Marc asked. “It was a mistake.”

      

      “Shut up!” Jebediah shrieked. “I should shoot you!”

      

      “Admit your loss, Jebediah,” Marc said calmly. “Violet is with me now!”

      

      “I knew it!” Jebediah said spewing rage. “She lied… But I knew. Ever since you came to my house. I knew,” he spluttered, stepping closer to Marc.

      

      “Can you blame her?” Marc asked him tauntingly. “Of course she would choose me instead of you!”

      

      “Shut up! Shut up!” Jebediah bellowed in his fit of rage.

      

      “What kind of man tries to burn his children alive?” Marc said his voice icy cold with fury. “Not a man; a coward,” he added. Jebediah seemed to falter at his words.

      

      “It’s that boy’s fault,” Jebediah spewed. “If it wasn’t for that boy the lamp would not have fallen and started the fire. I did nothin’. He should not have pushed me…” but his words were caught short as Marc lunged at him. He pushed the rifle towards the sky and wrestled him towards. Andy appeared from the side, and in the struggle, a loud gunshot pierced the still night air.
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        * * *

      

      “What was that?” Olivia asked frightened. “Was that a gunshot?”

      

      “Go back to Joshua,” Frank ordered. “Clarissa, stay with the children!” he whispered as Clarissa appeared in the doorway. She nodded and returned into the room and closed the door.

      

      “Frank?” Olivia said frightened.

      

      “Go, Olivia,” Frank stated. “Now!”

      

      “All right,” she said, and as she returned to the room, she looked out the window.

      

      “Frank,” she said as he closed the door. “Someone is coming!”

      

      Frank went into the room and looked out. There was Ian Jennings, dismounting his horse and walking towards the house, alone. Where is Sheriff Blackwell? There is something not right here… If my instinct is correct, I must hurry.

      

      “Olivia, come this way,” Frank said quietly to his sister. She looked confused and frightened. “I need you to go to the other room, with Clarissa. I will stay here,” he said urgently.

      

      “What? Why?” she asked.

      

      “Go, Olivia, I do not have time to explain!” he reiterated.

      

      “All right,” Olivia said leaving the room, but Frank held out his hand as he listened.

      

      “Go to Joshua, Olivia, and close the door behind you,” Frank said out loud and gestured to Olivia to leave and close the door behind her. She nodded and left the room. A moment later Frank noticed a dark silhouette outside the pulled back curtains.
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        * * *

      

      Marc kicked Jebediah’s rifle away from him and wrestled him to the ground. Jebediah fought tooth and nail as he tried to escape from Marc’s grasp. “Help me hold him down,” Marc said to Andy, who was running towards them. But as Marc said the words, Jebediah kicked Marc in the stomach, catching him off guard. He squirmed away from Marc and began running away from them.  

      

      Andy ran after him up the hill, and as soon as Marc caught his breath, he pulled himself up and ran after them. Marc noticed a rope by the tool shed and grabbed it. He quickly tied a noose and he ran after them. Andy was nearing Jebediah when the latter suddenly turned back causing Andy to trip.

      

      Marc stopped running and threw his rope high in the air. He waved it in a large circle and waited until the exact right moment he lassoed Jebediah, who fell flat on his face. Marc pulled the robe tightly around him and held him tightly. Andy appeared at Jebediah’s side and could not help but grin at the pathetic man as he squirmed on the ground like an animal.

      

      “Let’s tie him up,” Marc said, and Andy held Jebediah as Marc tied his feet and hands together.

      

      “We will keep him in the stable,” Marc said as he stood up. “Until Sheriff Blackwell gets here.”

      

      “I will carry this scum,” Andy said, lifting Jebediah easily.

      

      “You will not get away with this,” Jebediah hissed.

      

      “Shut up,” Andy said. “We should gag him too; I don’t much fancy listening to his poisonous words till daybreak.”

      

      “Not just yet,” Marc said as they walked back towards the house. “I want some answers.”

      

      “I will never tell an adulterer like you anything,” Jebediah barked.

      

      “Should I tell him?” Marc said to Andy, who chuckled softly.

      

      “Violet’s not here,” Marc said to the lump on Andy’s back. “She was never here, and you will never get to see her again.”

      

      “Liar,” Jebediah screamed, “I heard you, and I saw you…”

      

      “You will never get to harm your family again,” Marc said darkly. “You have my word. I will protect them.”

      

      “You can’t even protect your own house,” Jebediah cackled. Andy looked at Marc.

      

      “It’s too late now,” he continued. “The boy will never be able to tell, never!”

      

      “Go,” Andy said to Marc. “I will take care of this one!”
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        * * *

      

      Frank reached for his gun, pulling back the hammer. Joshua stirred in his bed as a rustle sounded at the window. Jennings was trying to open the window. “Stay down,” Frank whispered to Joshua who was opening his eyes.

      

      “Olivia,” Jennings said at the window, “Olivia, this is Ian Jennings.”

      

      Frank and Joshua stared at the window. “Olivia, I need for you to open the window; you are both in grave danger.”

      

      The rusting sound grew louder. He was trying to pry the window open. “Come now, this boy is not safe inside the house. I will take him out the window and ride with him to safety… You can trust me!”

      

      Frank’s insides burned with rage. He turned to Joshua and mouthed for him to go under the bed. Joshua looked confused at Frank, who mouthed: “Go beneath the bed; I’m going to open the window!” Joshua nodded gravely and carefully climbed out of bed. He could barely stand, but he silenced his grimace as he bent down and crawled under the bed.

      

      “Miss Wagner?” Jennings said, his voice growing irritable, “I will have to break the window, I do not want you to get hurt!” Frank stood up lightly and pulled out his gun, pointing it at the window. He reached his hand to the curtain, taking a deep breath before he yanked back the curtain.

      

      “Step away from the window!” Frank said authoritatively. “Now!” he pointed his gun at the sheriff’s assistants’ shocked face.

      

      “What do you think you are doing?” Jennings growled. “Move aside, Wagner!”

      

      “That’s not going to happen,” Frank replied, calmer than he felt. Jennings peered inside the room, moving his hand to his belt. He’s reaching for his gun! Frank thought, I must act now. Before Jennings looked back at Frank, he lunged at the window, breaking it with the handle of his gun, showering Jennings in broken glass.

      

      “Ahh,” Jennings cried out in shock as he stepped backward, his hands bleeding. “You will pay for this!” he bellowed as he stepped towards the window again. Frank pointed his gun at him but hesitated as his finger trembled at the trigger. I cannot kill him…

      

      His hesitation cost him as Jennings grabbed his gun, pulling Frank toward the window. He twisted his arm, causing Frank to drop the gun. Frank blocked the window with his body. “You won’t get inside.”

      

      “Of course I will,” Jennings said.

      

      “Actually, you won’t,” Marc said from behind Jennings, pressing the barrel of his gun to his back.
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        * * *

      

      Marc pulled harshly at Jennings as he led him in front of the house. “Andy, tie him up,” he said as he neared the stable. Andy nodded and walked towards them carrying rope.

      

      “Ian Jennings?” Andy said surprised as he came face to face with him.

      

      “He was trying to break into Joshua’s room,” Marc said. Andy began tying the rope around Jennings.

      

      “You are making a big mistake,” Jennings snarled. “I work for the Sheriff’s office; you’ll both be hanged for this!”

      

      “I doubt that,” Marc said calmly. “Why were you trying to break into my house?”

      

      “He was going to take Joshua away, supposedly to safety,” Frank said as he appeared in the stable, looking at Jennings with disgust. “He thought Olivia was alone with Joshua.”

      

      “He what?” Andy said and tightened the rope causing Jennings to gasp.

      

      “That’s it!” Marc said. “This is what Red meant. He must have heard Jennings talk to Jebediah or someone with him!”

      

      “Why would he not simply tell us that?” Frank asked.

      

      “He could not be sure how we would react,” Marc said. “He is used to people not trusting him,” he added. O’Leary is a fine example of this!

      

      “What should we do now?” Frank asked.

      

      “Let’s go inside,” Marc said. “This scum can stay out in the barn.”

      

      “I will tie them to the posts,” Andy said, hoisting Jennings up, pushing him forward.

      

      “I’ll help you,” Frank said.

      

      “And I will watch over these ne’er-do-wellers,” O’Leary said angrily as he appeared in the stable.

      

      “Good,” Marc said to O’Leary, “I will go inside,” he added, leaving the three men in the stable. He walked towards the house and saw Olivia waiting in the doorway.

      

      “What is going on?” she asked him.

      

      “We got them,” Marc said tiredly. “But now I need coffee!”

      

      “I will make a fresh pot,” Olivia said smiling at him.

      

      “That sounds great!” Marc said as he followed her into the house.
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        * * *

      

      “Jennings!” Sheriff Blackwell bellowed as he appeared in the stable a few hours later. Jennings looked up, bound and gagged, and he tried at once to wriggle out of his bonds.

      

      “I simply cannot believe it!” Blackwell said as he followed Marc inside. The house had not been so full of people for a very long time; Clarissa in the sitting room, the Green children surrounding her. Olivia stood in the kitchen preparing breakfast for everyone, and Andy stood by the kitchen window, looking exhausted. No one had slept much, except the children, but since the capture of Ian Jennings and Jebediah Green, no one had felt able to rest.

      

      Blackwell had arrived with Doctor Bourne early, as they had promised. The Doctor was in Joshua’s room, examining him and Blackwell had been hearing Marc and Frank’s recount of the night’s events.

      

      “What made you suspect Jennings?” Blackwell asked as he accepted a mug of coffee from Olivia.

      

      “Well, that was Frank actually,” Marc said, nodding to Frank.

      

      “I saw him approaching, alone,” Frank said. “I thought it mighty unusual, especially when he did not make his presence known. I sent Olivia away and waited for him,” he continued. “I don’t know what would have happened if Marc had not arrived when he did,” he added somberly.

      

      “That was pure luck,” Marc said. “Jebediah Green spoke too soon. That’s when I realized this must have been a ploy. He would cause a scene at the back of the house, knowing we would do anything to capture him. Jennings was hoping to fetch the boy while we fought with Jeb.”

      

      “That’s a clever move,” Sheriff Blackwell mused. “A little too clever for Jebediah Green I must say.”

      

      “Do you think this was planned by someone else?” Marc asked.

      

      “It makes sense,” Blackwell continued. “Green’s just a pawn. He probably did not know what he was getting himself into last night!”

      

      “Lockheart?” Frank asked.

      

      Sheriff Blackwell took a large sip of his coffee and paused for a moment before replying: “Yes, I think so.”

      

      “So Joshua is not safe until we find Lockheart?” Marc said angrily.

      

      “We?” Blackwell asked him, his eyebrows raised, looking amused.

      

      “If you think I will not keep defending that boy, you are mistaken,” Marc said fiercely.

      

      Sheriff Blackwell chuckled, “I would expect nothing else. Who would have thought that the combined forces of the Paytons and the Wagners would be the biggest lead in this case,” he continued chuckling as he finished his coffee.

      

      Suddenly, Doctor Bourne appeared in the kitchen, “There is a hungry young man awake back there,” he said happily pointing back to the room.

      

      “I will bring him breakfast,” Olivia said smiling.

      

      “Oh, please let me,” Clarissa said standing up. “I think this bunch would do good to see their brother again!”

      

      “Careful now,” Doctor Bourne said. “He is still fragile!”

      

      “We will be very careful,” Clarissa said looking at the children. “Won’t we?”

      

      “Yes,” they answered as one.

      

      Doctor Bourne joined Marc and Sheriff Blackwell at the kitchen table, taking the mug of coffee Olivia handed him. “Well, Olivia,” he said seriously, causing her to startle. “You have done it again!” he said smiling kindly at her. “Young Mr. Green is looking much better, and his lungs sound clean and healthy.”

      

      “Oh, thank the Lord,” Olivia said gratefully.

      

      “Did you use that paste of yours again?” Doctor Bourne asked her.

      

      “Yes,” she replied. “And a broth to inhale.”

      

      “He still needs quite a bit of rest, but I am certain he will make a full recovery,” the doctor said.

      

      “Well, I should head back,” Blackwell said as he stood up. “I will need someone to ride with me!”

      

      “I will,” Andy said at once.

      

      “Good,” the Sheriff said. “We will stay in contact,” he said as shook Marc’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, Olivia stood outside, watching the children play. Clarissa was chasing them, and laughter filled the farmyard. All fright had left the children when they saw their brother laying in the bed, his body weak but he smiled and hugged them in turn. Frank was repairing the window he had broken, and they waited for Andy’s return.

      

      How I long to rest for a little while, she thought as she noticed a horse appearing in the distance. At once the children stopped playing, looking frightened.

      

      “It’s all right,” Clarissa said kindly. “Look,” she pointed. “It’s Andy!” The children still looked weary and as Andy rode in the farmyard. They did not relax until Andy had dismounted and they recognized him again.

      

      “How did it go?” Frank asked walking towards his brother.

      

      “They are both in jail now,” Andy said. “They will most likely be moved up to Chandler, soon.”

      

      “I stopped by the post office,” he added, handing Clarissa a letter. She took the letter and smiled at the handwriting. “It’s from Beatrice,” she beamed, tearing open the letter and hastily read it.

      

      “Andy,” Marc said as he walked from the back garden. “I have news.”

      

      “I just spoke to Red,” Marc said as he neared Andy and Olivia. “He was out in the field all last night. When Jebediah and Jennings were here, thieves rode up from the far side of the fields and tried to steal cattle.”

      

      “Tried?” Andy asked. “They were unsuccessful?”

      

      “Red drove them off,” Marc answered. “Apparently he has many ways to make the animals move. He drove them into two formations, and I think he also scared the thieves away.”

      

      “So that was the plan all along?” Andy said. “To steal the cattle?”

      

      “At least a part of it,” Marc said.

      

      “We should head back,” Andy said to Olivia. “I want to check everything.”

      

      “Yes,” Olivia replied. “Will you be all right with all these children?” she asked Marc.

      

      “Well…” Marc said looking at the children that had begun playing again.

      

      “I have an idea,” Clarissa said walking towards them, holding her letter close to her heart. “What if I stay here, at least for a few days?”

      

      “I will stay with you,” Frank said. “Do you we know what will happen to them?” he added looking over at the children.

      

      “Their home is destroyed,” Clarissa said sadly.

      

      “They have a home here for as long as they need,” Marc said, catching Olivia’s eye who smiled sweetly. “At least I have enough room,” he added.

      

      “That’s decided then,” Andy said. “We should ride back, Olivia.”

      

      “Yes,” she said, finally looking away from Marc.

      

      “I nearly forgot,” Clarissa piped. “Beatrice is coming to Eloy!” she beamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc opened his eyes as the playful laughter of children echoed in the hallway outside his room. I guess the Green children are up, he mused as he sat up in his bed. He still felt tired from yesterday's sleepless night, but there was still work to do; besides, he was not sure he would have been able to sleep longer if he could. The laughter had turned into crying quickly.

      

      "Let go," Dolores yelled at her younger brother, Michael, who was pulling something away from his sister.

      

      "Come now, children," Clarissa said, sounding tired. Marc walked into the kitchen. Clarissa stood, with little Rosie on her hip, trying to reconcile the fighting siblings. "Michael, please, let go of the quilt."

      

      "No!" Michael yelled.

      

      "Good morning," Marc said, causing all the children to look up frightened. At once Michael let go of the quilt he had been pulling from his sister.

      

      "I'm sorry," the small boy said fearfully, looking at his toes. This abrupt change was alarming.

      

      "We will not argue anymore," Dolores said, taking a protective step closer to her brother, "We promise," she added rapidly looking between Clarissa and Marc.

      

      "It's all right," Marc said kindly, and bent down to their level, but he was startled as the small boy closed his eyes and put his hands over his face — as if bracing for a slap! Dear God…

      

      "Hey, hey," he said to the small boy, but Dolores put herself between Marc and Michael.

      

      "Please don't hurt him," she said pleadingly. "It was my fault; I will be careful next time." Marc looked at Clarissa who had tears in her eyes.

      

      "Dolores," Marc said gently, but even at his soft voice she looked frightened and protective, "I would never hurt Michael or any of you," he added. Dolores looked at him curiously but still held her brother protectively. "And I promise you," Marc continued. "That I will do all in my power to stop those who try to hurt anyone in your family."

      

      Clarissa gave Marc a watery smile, holding little Rosie close to her. Dolores still looked unsure, but Michael peered from behind his sister.

      

      "Even if I spill milk all over the kitchen table?" Michael asked gravely.

      

      Marc bit back his chuckle and looked Michael squarely in the eyes, "Even if you spill milk," Marc said.

      

      "Even if I push Mary-Beth?" Michael asked looking furtively at Marc.

      

      "You should not push your sister," Marc said admonishingly, "But no, I would not hurt you. Not ever."

      

      "Wow," Michael whispered to his older sister.

      

      "Michael," Marc said as he stood up again. "Remember, real men don't hit women or children." Michael nodded his head slowly, looking awestruck.

      

      "Now, children," Clarissa said, wiping her eyes, "Let's finish setting the table." She put Rosie down on the quilt the children had been fighting over. "If I put her down on anything else than this quilt she bursts into tears," Clarissa said wearily. "The quilt is still covered in soot, and I cannot work properly in the kitchen holding her."

      

      "Dear sister," Marc said sympathetically, "Did you manage to sleep at all?"

      

      "A little," she smiled at him as she continued preparing the breakfast, "They miss their mother," she added quietly.

      

      "I will ride to town later today," Marc said. "I will ask Doctor Bourne how she's doing."

      

      "Thank you."

      

      "Where's Frank?" Marc asked.

      

      "He left already," Clarissa said as she set the bread on the table, nearly tripping as Mary-Beth sat down on the floor by her feet. "He and Andy need to hurry to round up."

      

      "Will you manage alone today?" Marc asked as he observed Clarissa struggling to finish setting the table as Rosie had started crying.

      

      "I will," Clarissa sighed. "Besides, Olivia said she would be over later today to help."

      

      "Olivia?" Marc asked and at once the image of the two of them standing almost exactly where he stood now, appeared vividly in his mind's eye.

      

      "Yes," Clarissa said, smiling knowingly, "She was going to change Joshua's bandages, and she offered to help me," she added gratefully.

      

      "Well, I think I will just grab a cup of coffee before I head out," Marc said. "Save you the trouble of more cooking."

      

      "Ohh, the coffee," Clarissa said closing her eyes, "I knew I forgot something!" she slammed her palm into her forehead.

      

      "Don't worry about it, Clarissa," Marc said soothingly, "You have more than enough to worry about."

      

      "No, I'll make the coffee now," she rattled. "Just wait a moment." But at that time Rosie began screaming, holding out her arms. Clarissa bent down and picked up the whimpering child. At once she stopped, cooing happily.

      

      "You just take care of them," Marc said kindly.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked into Joshua's room. His young worker was sitting in his bed, eating a bowl of soup from the night before. They had not asked him about the events on the day of the fire. The combination of the drops that Doctor Bourne had left for him and Olivia's broth had made him tired and confused. Now, however, he looked more like himself.

      

      "Good morning," Marc said as he entered the room.

      

      "Morning," Joshua said weakly, his voice hoarse.

      

      "How are you feeling?" Marc asked.

      

      "Better," he answered, putting down his spoon to the almost untouched bowl of soup, handing it to Marc, "Could you take this? I don’t have much appetite," he added apologetically.

      

      "Sure," Marc said and put the bowl on his bed-side table. "I will go to town later to see your mother."

      

      "Is she safe?" Joshua asked, scrunching up his eyes as he thought deeply.

      

      "Yes," Marc replied slowly. "She's still with Doctor Bourne."

      

      "Oh, I understand," Joshua said uncertainly before he added: "Marc?"

      

      "Yes, what is it?"

      

      "What will happen to my family?" Joshua asked in his croaky voice. "We have no home," he added, his voice filled with agony.

      

      "Joshua," Marc said gravely. "You and your family are welcome here for as long as you need!"

      

      "Thank you," Joshua replied sadly.

      

      "I will see you later today," Marc said, standing up.

      

      "Marc," Joshua said, "What will happen to my father?"

      

      Marc paused for a moment, "Your father is in jail, and will be for a very long time."

      

      Joshua looked at his bandaged arm for a long while. Finally, he said, "Good!"
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood in the kitchen putting food into a large sack. "Is this food for the Green children?" Andy asked as he entered the kitchen.

      

      "Yes," Olivia said, looking around the counter searching.

      

      "You do realize that there are five of them, not fifty?" Andy asked her grinning.

      

      "Oh, I cannot decide what to take," Olivia replied looking all around the kitchen. "What if the children do not like the food I bring?" she asked nervously.

      

      "Olivia!" Andy said exasperatedly. "They ate your food yesterday, with great enthusiasm," he pointed out.

      

      "But that might have changed?" she asked him lamely.

      

      "Olivia, what is this about?" Andy asked her.

      

      "It's just, I feel responsible," she said quietly.

      

      "How on earth?" Andy exclaimed.

      

      "If I had not brought the quilt, Mr. Green would not have left them, and they would still have a home, and their mother would be with them…" Olivia said in one breath.

      

      "Olivia, Olivia," Andy said putting his hands on her shoulders. "Calm down. This is not your fault. If anything, you are responsible for saving these children from a terrible situation."

      

      "Yes, but at what cost?" Olivia said miserably. "The children have no father now, their mother is all alone, and heaven knows when she will be well enough to take care of them, and they have no home…" her tears drowned the rest of her words. Andy pulled her into a hug.

      

      "Hush now, sister," he said patting her back, "These are just the nerves speaking. You have been through much, dear Olivia," he added. "Finish packing the food and I will ride with you to the Blue Willow Ranch," he said kindly.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said wiping her eyes. How fortunate I am to have Andy in my life. He only wants to protect me and care for me.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia rode next to Andy the short way to the Blue Willow Ranch. As they neared the farmyard, Michael and Mary-Beth came running towards them, barefoot and looking happier than Olivia had ever seen them. Clarissa came out to greet them.

      

      "Hello!" Clarissa greeted.

      

      "How are you doing?" Olivia asked as she slid off her horse and hugged her sister-in-law.

      

      "Good," Clarissa said. "Tired, but good."

      

      "I brought food," Olivia said, holding out the sack.

      

      "I see," Clarissa said. "I know my brother can be useless in the kitchen, but he does have some food," she laughed as she took the heavy bag of food from Olivia.

      

      "What did I say?" Andy said raising his eyebrow.

      

      "I know…" Olivia said smiling at her brother.

      

      "Now, Olivia," Andy said as he walked back to his horse, "Ride back before sunset," he looked at her seriously.

      

      "I will," Olivia answered solemnly. Andy mounted his horse and tipped the children his hat, causing them to giggle uncontrollably.

      

      "They certainly look happy," Olivia said to Clarissa.

      

      "Yes, they do, don't they?" Clarissa replied happily.

      

      "How has it been?" Olivia asked as they walked into the house.

      

      "They are sweet," Clarissa said, "A handful, that's true, but these are kind children who have been through much."

      

      "I was just thinking about that," Olivia said as she smiled at Rosie that sat on the sooty quilt. A sudden realization washed over her. "Is that… Is that the quilt Katie and I made?" she peered down to examine it. The pattern was not visible for the soot, but Olivia dusted off one corner and noticed the embroidered squares she and Katie had made.

      

      "It is!" Olivia said, "I cannot believe it was saved from the fire!"

      

      "This is the quilt Joshua wrapped around Rosie," Clarissa said. "This is what saved her." Olivia gasped, and her eyes were brimming with tears.

      

      "It's remarkable," Olivia said, stroking over the dirty material. "Should we not wash it? she asked.

      

      "I tried," Clarissa said. "But little Rosie here refuses to leave it."

      

      "We will just have to find a way," Olivia said, bending down to stroke Rosie's head. "Won't we sweetheart?"
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        * * *

      

      Marc tied Spirit's reins to the hitching post near Doc Bourne's office. He readjusted his hat and as he began walking, the door to the Sheriff's office opened and two men he did not recognize walked out, followed by the shackled Jebediah Green and Ian Jennings. The two men in front led the handcuffed men to a black stagecoach, with bars over the windows. Sheriff Blackwell came last looking severe.

      

      "Afternoon Sheriff," Marc said, making the two prisoners look at him. Jennings spat on the ground, his face a scowl, but Jebediah Green looked too angry for words.

      

      "Afternoon, Marc," Sheriff Blackwell said. "We are just taking these two to the prison up in Chandler."

      

      "Good riddance," Marc said.

      

      "You got that right," the Sheriff laughed. "Marc, do you have a moment?"

      

      "Sure," Marc replied.

      

      "Just give me a moment," Blackwell said to the two men flanking Jennings and Jebediah. "Come inside, will you," he added to Marc walking into his office.

      

      "Are you riding with them?" Marc asked.

      

      "Yes," Blackwell replied. "I will not be able to rest easy until I know they are behind lock and key."

      

      "Me either," Marc mused.

      

      "And I want to see with my own eyes when they will lock them up. I don't trust many at the moment."

      

      "I can understand that," Marc said.

      

      "Now, Marc," Blackwell said, "Has the Green boy talked yet?"

      

      "No, he has not," Marc said, "He’s still frail, but getting stronger."

      

      "Good, I'm glad," Sheriff Blackwell said then added: "It’s imperative that we find out whether he saw something. Lockheart’s still out there, and although I don’t think he will try to get to the boy now, he will not wait for long."

      

      "You don't think he might have left Eloy?" Marc asked.

      

      "He might," Blackwell said. "But I doubt it. The fact that he managed to get Jennings tells me he has a connection with Eloy."

      

      "Has Jennings said anything?"

      

      "Not much," Blackwell sighed, "He knows what will happen to him if he speaks. Lockheart's network is well spread out."

      

      "Sheriff," one of the men came to the door. "We need to get going."

      

      "I'm coming," Blackwell said. "Now, Marc," he looked gravely at him. "You must protect the boy. I will be back in two days, hopefully."

      

      "I will guard him with my life," Marc said.

      

      "I don't doubt it," Blackwell said. "Be safe," he added shaking Marc's hand. Marc followed Sheriff Blackwell out and watched him and the carriage ride away.
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        * * *

      

      Marc turned around to go to Doctor Bourne's office. When he opened the door, the first thing that greeted him was the nervous looking Violet Green. "Are they gone?" she asked meekly.

      

      "Yes," Marc said. "And he will not come back," he added looking at the frail-looking woman for her reaction. She looked sad and swallowed her sob.

      

      "Marc!" Doctor Bourne said as he appeared from the backroom.

      

      "Afternoon, doctor," Marc said, still apprizing Violet.

      

      "How are my children?" Violet said, her voice trembling.

      

      "They are safe," Marc said shortly. I cannot believe she mourns for the man that caused her all this pain.

      

      "Marc," Doctor Bourne said pointedly.

      

      "My sister Clarissa is taking care of them," Marc added, softer this time.

      

      "Oh, how will I ever repay you and your family!" Violet said. Her frail being shook as she approached him beseechingly.

      

      "Mrs. Green," Marc said. "The only thing you can do for your children is let go of your love for your husband."

      

      "Marc, stop this, she is not well," Doctor Bourne warned Marc, taking a step closer to Violet.

      

      "No," Marc said to Doctor Bourne. "She needs to hear this. I am sorry Mrs. Green, I truly am. I take no pleasure in saying this, but your children need you," he reiterated before adding: "Your children can stay with me for as long as necessary, and you too, but only if you can promise me they will be safe. They are safe if they have you, completely."

      

      Violet Green looked at him, and Marc thought she might break in two. She looked away from him and drew a shaky breath. "He is really gone?" she asked timidly after a long pause.

      

      "Yes."

      

      "Then I am ready to see my children," she said her voice growing stronger. "I have said my good-byes."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia stood outside the Blue Willow Ranch, surrounded by children. They were washing the Medallion quilt together. "Good job," Olivia smiled at them. Dolores helped Michael scrub his corner bossily. Mary-Beth sat in Olivia's lap and mimicked all her movements. "Now, I think we’re ready to hang it up," Olivia said and stood up laboriously.

      

      Olivia had suggested that the children help her wash the quilt and that Rosie might not cry if she saw her siblings helping her. She had been right. "Look, Rosie," Clarissa said as she pointed at the wet quilt to the little girl in her arms, "Look how nice it looks!" Rosie giggled and blew air bubbles. Clarissa laughed and hugged her.

      

      "Well, wow," O'Leary said as came from behind the house. Michael walked towards him and took his hand, causing O'Leary to stutter in surprise.

      

      "He likes you," Clarissa said sweetly.

      

      O'Leary's eyes were red, and he bent down to Michael's level, "You are a special boy, that you are."

      

      "Let's go feed the chickens together," he said standing up with a grunt.

      

      "I want to feed the chickens," Dolores said.

      

      "Me too," Mary-Beth said.

      

      "My, my, I am lucky to have all these helpers," O'Leary said kindly. "Now, let's go children. I think I hear the chickens calling us," he winked, making the children giggle. They followed him to the back garden.

      

      "He is sweet with children," Olivia said.

      

      "Oh, that he is," Clarissa smiled. The sound of hooves caught their attention. They looked towards the road and saw a familiar black horse approaching, carrying two people.

      

      "That's Marc," Clarissa said. "But who's with him?"

      

      They both observed as the horse came closer and Olivia smiled happily. "How wonderful to see you Violet!" she exclaimed. Marc slid off his horse and helped Violet down. Olivia approached her gently, "How are you?" she asked kindly as Marc led his horse to the stable.

      

      "Overcome with gratitude," Violet replied. She looked terribly, with her arm in bandages and the dark purple bruises on her face. She winced slightly as she moved.

      

      "Should you be riding?" Clarissa asked her concernedly.

      

      "I could not wait any longer," Violet said. "Your dear brother wanted to fetch the carriage, but I just had to see my children."

      

      "Where are they?" she asked looking around.

      

      "They are helping O'Leary feed the chickens," Clarissa said smiling, trying to contain little Rosie that was trying to jump into her mother's arms.

      

      "Hello, my darling," Violet said taking her daughter.

      

      "You ought to go inside," Olivia suggested. "You can see Joshua and rest from your journey."

      

      "Thank you," Violet said. "I'm no rider," she added as she walked gingerly into the house.

      

      "I will take you to Joshua," Clarissa said kindly.

      

      Olivia was about to follow when she looked towards the sky, "Oh, dear, I must head back home… I do not want Andy to worry."

      

      "Thank you for all your help today," Clarissa said.

      

      "My pleasure," Olivia replied. "Give Joshua all my love. I do not want to interrupt his reunion with his mother."

      

      "I will," Clarissa said, and she followed Violet into the house. Olivia turned around and walked slowly towards the stable where Marc was unsaddling his horse.

      

      "Olivia," he said, watching her intently.

      

      "It's good to see you," she breathed. "The children will be happy that Violet has returned."

      

      "She as well," Marc said quietly. They stood close together. My heart is beating so loud I wonder if he can hear it. Marc thought.

      

      "I'm glad to see you," Marc said in low tones, gently taking her hand in his.

      

      "We always seem to be going in the opposite direction when we meet," Olivia said sadly. "Now I must go home…"

      

      "‘Till next time...," Marc said bringing her hand to his lips. The loud chatter of children brought them back to reality, and Marc helped her with her horse, leading it to the farmyard. "Be safe," he said as she slowly rode towards the road.

      

      "I will," Olivia said smiling sweetly to him, reluctantly turning away from him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marc walked into the house; his mind filled with Olivia. An avalanche of noise filled his ears as the children noticed their mother.

      

      "Mama," Michael yelled, trying to jump into his mother's arms.

      

      "Careful, son," Marc said, holding him back. "Let your mother sit down."

      

      Violet sat at the kitchen table and at once her children surrounded her. Dolores gently stroked her mother's hair, Mary-Beth sat as close to her as possible, and Michael sat in her lap, brushing up against Rosie. "Children, be careful," Clarissa said.

      

      "I’m all right," Violet laughed. "Now I’m whole again."

      

      "How’s Joshua?" Marc asked Clarissa quietly.

      

      "He is strong," Clarissa replied. "He looks better every time I check on him."

      

      "I need to speak with him," Marc said. "Could you please make sure they stay out here?" he added gesturing Violet and the children.

      

      "Of course," Clarissa said. Marc walked to Joshua's room, knocking on the door before entering.

      

      "Marc," Joshua said.

      

      "Joshua, you certainly look like a new man," Marc said kindly.

      

      "I'm eager to start working again," Joshua said, carefully sitting up in the bed.

      

      "You take all the time you need," Marc said. "I need a healthy worker."

      

      "I promise," Joshua said.

      

      "Joshua," Marc began, "Today I saw your father taken away, to the prison in Chandler. However," Marc pause. "Sheriff Blackwell is convinced you are still in grave danger."

      

      "Why?" Joshua asked.

      

      "What do you remember from the day of the fire?" Marc asked gently.

      

      Joshua thought for a while, and Marc could see the turmoil inside the young man in front of him. "Not long after you left, I heard hooves. At first, I thought it was you, but then I realized it was many horses. I waited by the door and saw father. He tried to get inside, and I held the door… but he was too strong. He pushed me aside and began asking me questions…" Joshua stopped speaking and looked away from Marc.

      

      "What did he ask you?" Marc said.

      

      "He said horrible things. About Mother, and… and you," Joshua said slowly. "I knew these were lies and I told him so. He did not expect me to talk back. He hit me, but I hit him back. I told myself, I was not going to let him beat me again," Joshua looked directly ahead.

      

      "He tried to hit me again but was too slow. Rosie started crying, and he was going to shut her up. I pushed him and…" Joshua's eyes filled with angry tears, "He, he fell. On the lamp. There was a fire, and he just left," he ended, looking stiff with fury.

      

      "I tried to put out the fire, but it spread too quickly. I packed Rosie in the quilt, but everything happened so fast," Joshua looked dizzy. "I remember Mary-Beth crying and Dolores talking. I pushed them outside but then the door shut behind me… Next thing I remember is your voice," he said looking at Marc.

      

      "Joshua, you were so brave," Marc said, “You saved your siblings. I am so proud of you. I have another question," Marc continued. "Is that all right?" Joshua nodded. "Did you recognize the third man riding with your father?" Marc asked.

      

      "I did not see his face clearly," he said closing his eyes. "But I will never forget his voice."
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        * * *

      

      Andy walked into his home just as the sun was disappearing from the horizon. His bruises were finally healing, and he was beginning to feel like he was himself again. There was a change coming, he could feel it in the autumn wind. "Something smells good," he said as he walked into the kitchen. Olivia smiled at him and stirred the large pot on the stove.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia smiled. "I'm making Mother's bean stew."

      

      "Mother's bean stew?" Andy asked. "You have not made that in a long time?"

      

      "I know," she answered thoughtfully. "Since Beatrice is arriving tomorrow, I thought it appropriate."

      

      Of course…Beatrice will be here tomorrow. "What will we eat tonight then?" Andy asked. Their mother's bean stew was best when it had gently simmered on the stove for an entire night.

      

      "Steak pie," Olivia said sweetly. "Andy?"

      

      "Yes Olivia," Andy said, as he stuffed his pipe with tobacco.

      

      "Where should we put Beatrice?" she asked as she set the table.

      

      "What do you mean?" he asked looking at her.

      

      "Well, she can hardly stay with Clarissa, now can she?" Olivia said. "Where should she sleep?"

      

      "She can have my room," Andy said focusing again on his pipe.

      

      "Really?" Olivia asked surprised.

      

      "Well of course," he said. "I will stay in the old spare room." The spare room had been Olivia's room when she was a child. It was tiny, and during winter Olivia used it as an extra pantry, for barrels too large for the small pantry and for when she dried meat.

      

      "If you're sure," Olivia said, still with that same curious look.

      

      Do you not think of me as chivalrous, sister dear? Andy took a deep puff from the pipe. She's going to be here — and she will sleep in my bed!
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        * * *

      

      Clarissa woke early the next day. How strange it is to wake up in my old room, with Frank by my side. Joshua was sleeping on a cot next to his mother, and Violet had slept in the bed with her children, even though Clarissa had urged her to take her bed, she and Frank could sleep on cots. But Violet resolutely refused.

      

      "I cannot wait to see my darling Beatrice again," Clarissa squeaked as she buttoned up her dress.

      

      "I look forward to meeting her," Frank said as he got up. "Has someone begun making breakfast?" he asked, sniffing the air.

      

      Clarissa smelled a delicious smell of bacon, "That can’t be Marc?" she giggled. She hurried from the room and saw Violet up and about in the kitchen. Her four youngest children sat calmly at the kitchen table, a big difference to yesterday's morning.

      

      "Good morning," Clarissa said. "Why are you not resting, Violet?"

      

      "I am rested," Violet said smiling. "I feel as if I have been woken from a deep trance," she continued, looking shyly at her. "Now that I have been given a second chance, I am going to use it."

      

      "Wow, Violet," Clarissa said amazed. "I am glad you are feeling better. But please be careful not to overexert yourself."

      

      "I promise," Violet smiled. "Now please sit, I could not let all this wonderful food go to waste."

      

      "Good morning," Frank said as he sat down next to his wife. "Well, this looks delicious."

      

      "We really ought to hurry back to the Rosewood Ranch," Clarissa said looking torn. "But I do not want to leave you alone, Violet."

      

      "I will be all right, dear," Violet said. "I’m with my children, and that is all I need."

      

      "When is Beatrice arriving?" Marc said, appearing from the back door.

      

      "Marc’s here, Mama," little Michael said in a loud whisper to his mother. "He's right there," he pointed.

      

      "I can see him, Michael," Violet answered kindly.

      

      "I see you have a fan, Marc," Clarissa grinned at her brother, who walked past the table, playfully ruffling Michael’s hair, making him giggle.

      

      "Mama, I'm finished," Mary-Beth said.

      

      "All right dear," Violet said sounding tired, "I will help you." She tried to get up but accidentally put pressure on her injured arm and winced.

      

      "I can help her," Dolores said standing up to help her little sister.

      

      "Oh," Violet observed her daughters, looking emotional.

      

      "You have such lovely children," Clarissa said.

      

      "I’m lucky," Violet sighed but held her arm close to her chest.

      

      "Go, lie down, you need the rest," Clarissa said, Violet was about to object when Clarissa stood up looking thoughtfully at her. "I will clear the table —I insist."
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        * * *

      

      Marc stood in the stable speaking with Frank when Clarissa arrived after cleaning the kitchen. "I feel like I should stay," Clarissa said biting her lips, "She’s still weak and has all those children."

      

      "But what about Beatrice?" Frank asked her.

      

      "I just don't know," she replied looking worried.

      

      "She will be fine," Marc said. "Violet is tough, much tougher than we might expect."

      

      "Besides," Frank said. "Olivia brought enough food for a small army. I expect it will last them until at least tomorrow."

      

      "Oh, you’re right," Clarissa said. "But, I nearly forgot to ask you," she said suddenly to Marc. "Won't you join us for dinner tonight?" she asked him hopefully. "In honor of Beatrice."

      

      "Tonight?" Marc said hesitantly, "I don't think I should leave Violet and Joshua alone."

      

      "How about if I stay with them," blurted O'Leary, appearing from the back of the stable. "I did not mean to eavesdrop," he smiled at them. "I was oiling the carriage-wheels," he indicated the Wagners’ carriage. "But I would be happy to stay close by," he finished.

      

      "Oh, Marc, please will you come?" Clarissa said. "It would make it such a treat for Beatrice!"

      

      "All right then," Marc said. "Thank you, Seamus."

      

      "We should get going, dear," Frank said to his wife. "I'm afraid we will not have time to go home first."

      

      "Oh, that will just have to do," Clarissa said, sighing at the look of her crumpled dress.
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        * * *

      

      Clarissa rested her head on Frank's shoulder as they rode towards the town. "I cannot wait until we have little ones of our own," she sighed.

      

      "Maybe not five?" Frank said teasingly.

      

      "I was thinking a dozen," Clarissa said laughing.

      

      "Heaven forbid," Frank said.

      

      "But I worry," Clarissa said her laughter disappearing. "They cannot stay with Marc forever."

      

      "I know, dear," Frank said sympathetically. "We will find a solution."

      

      They rode in silence, and Clarissa's mind was racing. But as they neared the train station the excitement of seeing Beatrice took over.

      

      "Oh, when will the train arrive?" Clarissa said as she walked back and forward impatiently, looking up the train tracks.

      

      "Calm yourself," Frank said kindly. "The train will be here soon." A little while later the loud whistle of the train sounded, signalling its arrival.

      

      "She's coming!" Clarissa exclaimed. "She's coming, Frank!"

      

      As the black locomotive approached, steam billowed. Clarissa clutched Frank's arm tightly as the train slowed down at the station. The train conductor jumped down to the station platform and began opening the doors. White steam momentarily blinded them, and Clarissa looked around eagerly.

      

      Finally, the steam cleared, revealing a tall figure standing on the other side of the platform. Beatrice was tall and slim, wore a tight navy-blue wool brocade dress, with a matching hat which was perfectly balanced on her curly red hair. The flaming locks framed her beautiful face which was had a big smile on it as she had noticed her friend running towards her.

      

      "Beatrice!" Clarissa shrieked as she embraced her.

      

      "My darling Clarissa," Beatrice said holding her tightly. "A married woman!" she said smiling.

      

      "Come, I want you to meet Frank," Clarissa said holding her hand and dragging her towards Frank.

      

      "Darling," she said to her husband. "I want you to meet my dearest friend, Beatrice Hendricks."

      

      "Pleasure to meet you miss," Frank said politely.

      

      "Now, we should hurry. I have so much to tell you," Clarissa beamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Clarissa and Beatrice were already at the carriage when Frank arrived with Beatrice’s trunk. Their heads were close together, and Beatrice was whispering animatedly to her friend. Frank chuckled and heaved the massive trunk into the back of the carriage.

      

      "Well ladies," he said as he appeared by their side. "Shall we head back?"

      

      "You are such a gentleman," Beatrice said, smiling broadly at Clarissa when Frank gave her his hand to help her climb onto the steps to the carriage.

      

      "He sure is," Clarissa said. "Now, where was I?"

      

      "Your lovely brothers had just found you two," Beatrice grinned at the pair of them.

      

      "Oh, yes," Clarissa sighed. "It was such a shock. We were heading over to the hotel restaurant, and the first person we see when we entered the hotel was Andy Wagner."

      

      "I would not have minded," Beatrice teased, causing Clarissa to fall into a fit of giggles.

      

      "This is surely a dream," Clarissa said happily. "Sitting between my lovely husband and my dearest friend, on our way home."

      

      "I am looking forward to seeing your new home," Beatrice said.

      

      "It’s a beautiful home," Clarissa said. "Olivia is a real domestic angel."

      

      "I have heard wonderful things about your sister," Beatrice said to Frank.

      

      "She’s a sweetheart," Frank replied as they rode away from the main street towards the prairie. "But my darling Clarissa is the queen of my heart," he added with a laugh, taking Clarissa's hand in his own.

      

      "Clarissa, you have been blessed," Beatrice said smiling at the loving couple.

      

      "I truly have been," Clarissa beamed.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage pulled up the farmyard. At once, Andy appeared to greet them. Well, this is new, Clarissa pondered as Andy waved them. Frank slowed the horses down and jumped down. He walked to the other side to help Beatrice down, but Andy beat him to it. He offered her his hand and gently helped her down the step.

      

      "Good afternoon," he said politely to Beatrice.

      

      "Afternoon," she smiled. "It’s a pleasure to see you again."

      

      "That's right," Clarissa said as Frank helped her down. "You have met before, have you not?"

      

      "Yes," Andy replied quickly, "We met when I helped your Aunt repair the front door."

      

      "You did such an amazing job," Beatrice said. "My Aunt Charlotte still talks about how diligent you were."

      

      "Well, I could not let a lovely lady as yourself stay in a cold house," Andy said, looking Beatrice in the eyes.

      

      "A true gentleman," Beatrice cooed. Clarissa grinned at Frank who looked uncomfortable. He was about to speak when Olivia walked outside.

      

      "You must be Olivia Wagner?" Beatrice said kindly.

      

      "I am," Olivia replied. "You're Charlotte Hendricks's niece, if I'm not mistaken."

      

      "Yes," Beatrice said extending her delicate hand. "Pleased to meet you."

      

      "Me too," Olivia said. "Come in, I have fresh coffee." Olivia walked back inside the house and Clarissa, and Andy followed, leaving Frank by the carriage. "I'll just take care of this," he said to himself, watching his brother follow the two women.

      

      "Clarissa, you are right," Beatrice said as she looked around the house, "This truly is a lovely home."

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said. "Now, sit down, and I will pour you some coffee." Olivia returned to the kitchen and began preparing the coffee and a cake she had made. Clarissa joined her in the kitchen and found mugs and plates. They worked nicely beside each other and had created a sort of shorthand between them. Beatrice observed them happily as Clarissa moved deftly to the side as Olivia held poured from the hot coffee pot.

      

      "You two move as one," Beatrice said.

      

      "It was certainly not like this at first," Clarissa laughed. "I was constantly bumping into poor Olivia or spilling things on the floor."

      

      Beatrice laughed heartily, and Andy sat transfixed opposite her. "You had to get aquatinted with these new surroundings," Olivia said kindly.

      

      "Not only did I gain a wonderful husband when I married Frank," Clarissa said, sitting down next to Beatrice. "But also the sister I always dreamed of." Olivia looked touched and smiled warmly to her. "And Andy of course," Clarissa added. "He is the bedrock of the Rosewood Ranch; the most honorable man I have ever met."

      

      "I don't know about that…" Andy said.

      

      "I can certainly believe that," Beatrice said ardently, looking confidently at him. Andy seemed unable to hold her gaze for long; he turned away as if staring into the sun for too long.

      

      This is most interesting. I have never seen Andy look at anyone the way he looks at my darling Beatrice. I will need to talk to her. Soon…
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, Clarissa took Beatrice on a tour of the house and the land. Andy had shown Beatrice where she would sleep, insisting she would stay in his room when she said she would be perfectly all right in the small spare room. "Nonsense," Andy had said, “you will stay in my room; I won't have it any other way." Frank had already put her heavy trunk in Andy's room, and Beatrice smiled dazzlingly at Andy as she thanked him.

      

      "Your family is sweet," Beatrice said as they walked towards the small hill behind the house.

      

      "Andy seems especially pleased at your arrival," Clarissa grinned. "I do not think I have ever seen him behave in such a way." They sauntered amidst the flowers and Beatrice turned sharply at Clarissa’s words.

      

      "How do you mean?" She asked, turning slowly away from her and picking up a red flower, spinning it between her fingers.

      

      "Andy is stern and follows tradition," Clarissa said, watching the flower in Beatrice’s hand spin around and around. "I guess I forgot that he can be quite gentlemanly as well."

      

      "That he can be," Beatrice said breathlessly, hiding her smile as she smelled the blossom.

      

      "Beatrice!" Clarissa gasped. "Are you sweet on Andy?"

      

      "Whatever do you mean?" Beatrice said coyly.

      

      Clarissa laughed and locked arms with Beatrice, "I never finished telling you about the situation back home at the Blue Willow Ranch." Clarissa recounted the story of the Green fire and their exciting night protecting Joshua.

      

      "Your brother really is something," Beatrice said dreamily. "Just imagine the courage required to stand up to an armed bandit."

      

      "Marc is truly a brave man," Clarissa agreed. "It's such a shame about this blasted rivalry between our families."

      

      "How so?" Beatrice asked.

      

      "As I mentioned in my letters, Marc asked Andy permission to court Olivia," Clarissa said. "But Andy denied him. Since then so much has happened yet I still think Andy will not give him his blessing."

      

      "All because of a decades-old feud?" Beatrice said amazed.

      

      "Yes," Clarissa replied sadly. "I don't know all the details of it. I was not even born when it happened, but we were raised as if our family was right and theirs was wrong."

      

      "And now you are a part of both families," Beatrice finished.

      

      "Yes!" Clarissa exclaimed. "And Frank does not pay too much attention to it, though it is of great importance to Andy."

      

      "Such a shame," Beatrice said, bending down to pick up a pale blue flower and swirling it between her fingers.

      

      "But I have an idea," Clarissa said and grinned. "And you can help me."
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        * * *

      

      Marc returned to the house after a long work day. He would need to ride out to the Rosewood Ranch soon. I want to be near Olivia again, but it will be painful having to keep a respectful distance. Every time she looks disappointed, my heart sinks closer to the ground. He entered the house and saw Violet cooking in the kitchen.

      

      "Are you leaving for the Wagners’?" she asked him.

      

      "Yes," Marc replied. "I just need to change my boots. Should you not be resting?" he asked her.

      

      "Oh, I feel much better," Violet said. "O'Leary agreed to join us for dinner, and I made us a little…" she looked nervously at Marc, her eyes full of sudden fear. "I should have asked you first, I’m sorry," she cowered.

      

      "Violet!" Marc said kindly. "Please help yourself to whatever you need. You are my guest, and I hazard to guess that you are an excellent cook judging by the lovely smell," he added.

      

      "You really are too kind," she said.

      

      "I mean it," Marc said. "Just make sure your eldest eats and grows stronger," he smiled at her.

      

      "I will," Violet said gratefully. "You’re our guardian angel, Marc Payton."
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        * * *

      

      Olivia was busy preparing tonight's supper. Her mother's stew sat on the stove, and Olivia pulled the pastry over the rhubarb pie she was making for dessert. She had already set the table after she pressed the embroidered napkins she only used on special occasions. Clarissa was outside with Beatrice, and Frank was riding with Andy. Olivia had the house to herself.

      

      It has been long since I was alone, she thought as she sealed the ends of the pastry together. This reminds me of the time before Marc and I spoke. When I only had a small secret buried in my heart. She popped the pie into the oven and sighed, looking around the spotless house.

      

      Beatrice and Clarissa entered the house, arm in arm, holding a bouquet of wildflowers. "Olivia, we thought we could adorn the table with these," Beatrice said showing her the flowers.

      

      "These are beautiful," Olivia gasped.

      

      "Beatrice has a great eye for colors," Clarissa said, fetching a jug from the pantry and filling it with water.

      

      "There are so many gorgeous flowers outside," Beatrice said. "I would constantly lose track of time if this was my view," she added looking out the kitchen window.

      

      "You two should go out tonight during sunset," Olivia suggested. "The sun paints the whole land with its rays, and it takes my breath away."

      

      "You speak eloquently, Olivia," Beatrice noted.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia smiled awkwardly. Beatrice sure is confident, but still as sweet as Clarissa.

      

      "Olivia, I cannot wait to taste this," Clarissa said looking into the heavy pot on the stove. "The smell is tantalizing."

      

      "I can promise you, it is delicious," Frank said as he entered the kitchen, kissing his wife.

      

      "When is supper?" he asked. "I am absolutely ravenous."

      

      "I prepared entrees, we can eat soon," Olivia said.

      

      "I think that's Marc," Clarissa said, looking out of the kitchen window. Olivia's insides jumped as she too saw the familiar black horse approaching the Ranch.

      

      "We should greet your lovely brother," Beatrice said to Clarissa. They walked outside and just as Andy walked inside the house Olivia heard Beatrice tell Clarissa: "He’s just as handsome as before."

      

      Olivia's heart sank, and she looked away from the window at once. "I just need to get some herbs," she said to her brothers as she hastily left the kitchen. She stood by her small herbal garden and breathed deeply, composing herself, before she picked a handful of herbs she did not really need.

      

      She took her time to return to the house, and when she walked back to the kitchen, Marc stood there, next to Beatrice who smiled at him, her white teeth dazzling. "Good evening, Marc," Olivia said politely.

      

      "Good evening," Marc replied trying to catch her eyes, but she hurried to the kitchen counter.

      

      "Please, everyone, sit down," Olivia said. "I will bring your drinks."

      

      They sat down, Beatrice chatting with Marc. Olivia brought the platter with the entree to the table and poured them all wine.

      

      "Please, sit down with us," Clarissa said to Olivia.

      

      "I will be with you in a little while," she replied, the sight of Beatrice gently putting her hand on Marc's as she laughed felt like a blow in her stomach. Finally, she sat down, next to Frank.

      

      "This is wonderful," Beatrice said to Olivia.

      

      "Yes," Frank echoed. "You bless us with your cooking."

      

      "Thank you, you are too kind," Olivia said but ate little herself.
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        * * *

      

      "It was such a shame you had to marry on the run, Clarissa," Beatrice said teasingly. "I would have loved to be your maid of honor."

      

      "You would have made a beautiful maid of honor," Clarissa sighed.

      

      "But I guess your way was more romantic," Beatrice said with a delicate grin on her lips. Andy looked at his plate, and Marc seemed to dislike this topic of conversation heartily.

      

      "It was rather romantic," Clarissa said looking at Frank.

      

      "Well, I think we should…" Frank began trying to change the conversation, but Beatrice interrupted him.

      

      "Did you consider having a reception?" she suggested. "A wedding reception, as a belated celebration?"

      

      Clarissa grinned broadly and looked at Frank to gauge his reaction. "What do you say?"

      

      "I think it’s a wonderful idea," Marc said.

      

      "I agree," Olivia said softly, looking briefly in Marc's direction. He was staring intently at her and as their eyes met Olivia felt as if she could melt from his piercing eyes. But then Beatrice spoke and looked up at Marc, and Olivia felt suddenly icy cold.

      

      "Should we have the reception at your farm?" Beatrice asked sweetly. "It would give a lovely sense of you giving our dear Clarissa away."

      

      "Let me clear the table," Olivia said standing up.

      

      "I'll help you," Clarissa said, but Olivia put her hand out to stop her.

      

      "No, please allow me," she smiled a stiff smile.

      

      "All right?" Clarissa replied looking concerned.

      

      "I think it more appropriate to have the reception here," Andy said looking at Marc, who nodded.

      

      "Yes," Marc agreed, "At the moment I do not think it wise to have it at the Blue Willow Ranch."

      

      Clarissa returned her attention to her seatmates, "It would be lovely to have the reception here," she said happily. "A chance to show my new home," she added proudly.

      

      Olivia retreated to the kitchen, and her heart beat rapidly in her chest. What is wrong with me? Beatrice has been nothing but sweet, but still, I feel this way! She put the dishes away and picked up the heavy pot of stew. As she turned she almost lost her grip on the hot handle. Marc shot up like a canon and grabbed the other end, saving the content from spilling on the floor.

      

      "Here, allow me," he said taking the pot from her hands. He carried it into the dining room and placed it on the table, and Olivia stood, shaking, trying to find the strength to walk to the table again. I am a nervous mess! She turned around and fetched the bread and returned to the table.

      

      "Such reflexes," Beatrice beamed at Marc.

      

      "Thank you," he smiled at her. Olivia tore her eyes from them and began portioning everyone some stew.

      

      The table was silent as everyone began eating. "This is just as delicious as when mother made it," Frank said contentedly, breaking the silence. "Might even be better."

      

      "This is like a taste of heaven, Olivia," Marc said kindly.

      

      "Thank you all," Olivia replied, not daring to look at Marc again.

      

      "Now, we need to start planning the reception," Beatrice said.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stood by the sink, watching Marc's retreating figure ride away. He had excused himself away, soon after they ate the pie, saying he did not want O'Leary to be alone with Joshua too long. Beatrice and Clarissa were deep in their plans for the wedding reception, with Frank sitting by them and uttering the occasional ‘yes' and 'sounds good.'

      

      Olivia checked at her brother. Andy sat in his usual chair in the sitting room, smoking his pipe, looking troubled. She was thinking of the way Beatrice looked at Marc. Just the thought made Olivia’s insides twist and she could still see the way Marc had smiled back at Beatrice…

      

      I have found love but am unable to allow it to blossom. Will it truly always be this way? But I was happy before? Wasn't I? I know now that I will not betray my family, even if that means keeping away from Marc. Perhaps it would be healthier to do as Mother did, and settle for someone else? Better for both of us…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Andy lay in bed watching the ceiling. The room smelled like smoked meat, and he could feel a cold breeze blowing through a crack near the outer wall. I should mend that, he thought and suddenly the memory of when he first met Beatrice shot vividly across his mind.

      

      It had been five years ago. Charlotte Hendricks, Beatrice’s aunt, was an elderly widow. Her two daughters had moved away, leaving her alone in the large house near the main street in the town. She was well-off, having inherited her late husband’s rail-company share. Charlotte was shrewd and very private. After her daughters moved away, she hardly ever left her home.

      

      Andy had been in town one day and had met Charlotte as she walked to her home, and she was accompanied by the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. He had stopped and tipped both of them his hat. Beatrice had giggled softly, but Charlotte Hendricks had stopped and gazed at him.

      

      “You’re Roy Wagner’s boy,” Charlotte had stated.

      

      “I am,” Andy had replied proudly.

      

      “Your father is a good man,” she said slowly before turned to her red-haired niece. “Come Beatrice. Let’s hurry back home before the front door breaks completely in two.”

      

      They had begun to walk away, when Andy had said hurriedly, “Do you require help, ma’am?”

      

      Charlotte had looked at him, calculating for a long while. “I may,” she had finally said.

      

      After he accompanied them back to Charlotte’s home, she had taken a liking to him, and would only allow him to mend things around the house. At least at that time. That’s where he first saw her energetic niece, Beatrice… I have not seen Charlotte for a long time. Not since Father died, the realization washed over Andy as he sat up.

      

      Andy entered the kitchen finding Clarissa and Beatrice sitting close together talking, at the kitchen table. “Where’s Olivia?”

      

      “She is hanging the washing,” Clarissa replied, standing up. “Sit down; I’ll give you your breakfast.”

      

      “Where’s Frank?” Andy asked annoyed. “Is he still sleeping?” he added with indignation.

      

      “No, he already left the house,” Clarissa said as she handed Andy his plate.

      

      “He has?” Andy asked confusedly. He looked outside. “I did not realize how late in the morning it was.” How long did I lay in bed thinking about…

      

      “I figured you could use the rest,” Clarissa said sweetly. “You have been wearing yourself out for these past weeks.” She poured him coffee and retook her seat next to Beatrice.

      

      “Thank you,” Andy said quietly.

      

      “We just need to find a dress for you,” she said looking at her notes. “We cannot have you wear an old dress at your reception.”

      

      “Oh, there really is no need for that,” Clarissa dismissed. “I’m already married…” she continued but Beatrice cut her off.

      

      “I insist on giving you this gift,” Beatrice said kindly, “We will need to go to town soon to look at materials.”

      

      “You are too kind,” Clarissa said.

      

      “That is very generous,” Andy said, observing Beatrice’s flaming red hair bounce whenever she moved.

      

      “It’s the least I can do,” she smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Marc rode ahead of the cattle herd, guiding them towards the final stopping point before they would be brought in. Red rode among the herd as was his preference. “We have made excellent time, Red,” Marc called as he steered the animals to stop. Slowly the animals stopped moving and began eating the grass in front of them. Red approached Marc, “I will stay with them tonight,” he said. “We can take no chances.”

      

      “You’re right,” Marc said. “Not when Lockheart’s still out there.”

      

      “How is young Joshua?” Red asked.

      

      “He is healing nicely,” Marc replied. “He’s still weak, but there is improvement every day. “Much of that is because of you,” he added.

      

      “The earth gives us the solutions to all our ailments,” Red said stoically, “We just have to listen to her guidance.”

      

      “Hear, hear,” Marc said. Red dismounted his horse and looked up towards the sky as if he were reading the sun’s beams. Marc watched him, fascinated. Red’s gaze followed the horizon and he seemed to be listening for something. He really seems to be listening to the earth, Marc thought.

      

      After Marc had observed Red for a little while he said, “Well, I better head back.” Red nodded his head but did not speak, he was too transfixed with his listening.

      

      Marc turned his horse around and rode back towards the ranch. When he returned from the stable, he noticed Joshua sitting outside on the porch, in his father’s old rocking chair.

      

      “Good afternoon,” he said as he approached Joshua. “Where did you find this chair?” At that moment O’Leary appeared from the stable. He looked at Joshua with a fond expression etched onto his weathered old face.

      

      “Well, I took it out of the shed,” O’Leary said. “It has been there for so very long. It needs painting but I fixed the broken leg, it’s as good as new.”

      

      “It’s back where it should be,” Marc said. “Thank you, Seamus.”

      

      “Young Joshua was getting tired of his view, so we brought him outside,” O’Leary said kindly.

      

      “I have always said fresh air replenishes the soul,” Violet said as she walked from the side of the house, carrying a washing tub, gently stroking her son’s shoulder.

      

      “I’m feeling better already, Mother,” Joshua said, and Marc was pleased to hear that his hoarseness was almost entirely gone.

      

      “If you’re feeling better, you should join my sister’s wedding reception,” Marc said then looked at Violet. “All of you,” he added kindly. “But only if you are feeling strong enough,” he reiterated.

      

      “That would be great, sir,” Joshua said.
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        * * *

      

      “Clarissa dear,” Beatrice said as they ate dinner that night. “I really ought to see my aunt soon.”

      

      “How is she?” Andy asked.

      

      “She is well,” Beatrice said. “She’s getting well on in years, but she’s still as headstrong as ever,” she finished with a tinkling laugh.

      

      “She’s a fine woman,” Andy replied.

      

      “Should we ride to town together tomorrow?” Clarissa asked. “We can lend you a horse.”

      

      “I would prefer a carriage,” Beatrice said. “I am not accustomed to riding,” she added with a shy smile.

      

      “I will ride with you,” Frank said just as Andy was about to speak.

      

      “What about the arbor?” Clarissa asked him pointedly. Frank was building them an arbor under which they would stand as they said their vows during the wedding reception.

      

      “That’s right,” Frank said. “I was hoping to start early tomorrow.”

      

      “Andy, will you accompany us?” Beatrice asked sweetly.

      

      “I will,” he said calmly.

      

      “Excellent, we can find the supplies we need as well,” Beatrice said. “Who is the best seamstress in town?” she asked.

      

      “Well, there is Mrs. Wetherby of course,” Clarissa said thoughtfully.

      

      “Her daughter, Katie, is an artist with a needle,” Olivia said.

      

      “Katie, do you think she could do it?” Clarissa asked excitedly.

      

      “I’m sure she will,” Olivia said.

      

      “I hope so,” Clarissa said.

      

      “I have an idea,” Beatrice said. “I think it would be lovely for both, you and Frank to have a small blessing here in the house, before the reception,” she continued. “Perhaps you could perform the blessing Andy?” she asked him.

      

      “Of course,” Andy responded at once.

      

      “Lovely,” she beamed. “This is going to be a beautiful reception,” Beatrice exclaimed happily.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning was yet again a busy one in the Wagner residence. Olivia woke early to cook breakfast for everyone, only to retire from the house when everyone came out.

      

      Clarissa and Beatrice had a long day of errands ahead of them. Beatrice came out in her riding clothes, and she gave Clarissa a small wink. “I must say, Clarissa,” she said. “I rather enjoyed spending time with your lovely brother. I would not mind seeing him more,” she grinned.

      

      “Beatrice,” Clarissa admonished her playfully.

      

      “What? I’m practically a spinster,” Beatrice said with a mock frown, causing Clarissa to burst out laughing.

      

      “You could surely choose anyone you would like,” Clarissa replied.

      

      “I don’t know about that,” Beatrice said coyly. “Just think about it, we would almost be sisters!”

      

      “It would be a dream,” Clarissa giggled, and together they walked out. As they approached the carriage, Andy looked away from them, not wanting them to realize he had heard their conversation.

      

      During the ride to town, Clarissa and Beatrice giggled like schoolgirls, excitedly discussing the dress Clarissa would wear. Andy turned the carriage gently onto the main street, mindful of his new passenger. He had much work; however, the prospect of spending the day in the company of Beatrice Hendricks was too tempting to miss. Why does she keep talking about Marc Payton—of everyone, she has to like him!

      

      They stopped close by the General Store, Andy hurrying to help the two women down the carriage. Beatrice and Clarissa rushed towards the store, but Andy stayed behind to take care of the horses. He looked across the street and saw Mrs. Jennings, from the church society. She looked at him briefly then turned in the other direction.

      

      Will she continue her haughtiness, even after her son has been carted away? he thought as he observed her rapidly walk away. Then a voice close by called his name.

      

      “Andy!” Sheriff Blackwell called close to his office. Andy walked towards him, glancing into the General Store where Beatrice’s red hair was visible through the shop window.

      

      “Sheriff,” Andy said as he approached Blackwell.

      

      “How are you?” Sheriff Blackwell asked,

      

      “Good,” Andy replied.

      

      “Listen,” Sheriff Blackwell began. “I just returned from Chandler,” he said but Andy did not seem to know what he was talking about. “I was returning the prisoners,” he explained.

      

      “I see,” Andy said, “How was the journey?”

      

      “Long,” Blackwell sighed. “They were convinced that Lockheart would break them free, but no such luck.”

      

      “Has he been sighted?” Andy asked.

      

      “Well, there’s the trouble,” the Sheriff continued, “We still have no description of him. Jennings and Green refuse to tell us anything.”

      

      “There is honor among thieves,” Andy said sardonically.

      

      “Have you by any chance met the Green boy lately?” Blackwell asked.

      

      “No,” Andy replied. “Not since that night.”

      

      “But you know him to be safe?” Sheriff Blackwell asked.

      

      “What is going on Sheriff?” Andy demanded.

      

      “It’s what Jebediah said, just before I left,” Blackwell said. “The trip was hard on him. All alone with his thoughts and no whiskey to forget. He seemed to regret his actions, at least when he talked about his children.”

      

      “Who knew!” Andy said surprised.

      

      “My sentiment exactly,” Sheriff Blackwell echoed. “However, the last thing he said has sat unwell with me; plagued me really, all the way back home.”

      

      “What is it?” Andy asked curiously.

      

      “Jebediah screamed at me as I left, that his family would not be safe, not while they were with Marc Payton,” Sheriff Blackwell said quietly.

      

      “Surely he only said that because Marc captured him,” Andy said.

      

      “That was my thought first,” Blackwell said. “But something about his desperation affected me. He will spend most of his life behind bars, and that tends to sober up men, in my experience.”

      

      “You don’t think that Marc Payton has anything to do with this?” Andy said, appalled.

      

      “No,” Blackwell amended, “This was most likely just the ramblings of a trapped man.”

      

      “Perhaps,” Andy said thoughtfully.

      

      “It was good seeing you Andy,” Sheriff Blackwell said. “I better get going.”

      

      “You take care Sheriff,” Andy said. What can this possibly mean?
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        * * *

      

      As Andy returned to the General Store, Beatrice and Clarissa came walking towards him. “Andy, we found the most wonderful material!” Clarissa shrieked happily.

      

      “That’s nice,” Andy said his mind still mulling over his conversation with Sheriff Blackwell.

      

      “Andy?” Beatrice asked gently, and her sweet voice pulled him from his thoughts.

      

      “Hmm?” he asked looking confused.

      

      “We should hurry to see Katie,” Clarissa said. They walked to the Wetherby home, and Andy waited outside as the two women went inside. Soon Beatrice came out again, standing next to Andy.

      

      “Where’s Clarissa?” he asked.

      

      “Katie’s taking her measurements,” Beatrice explained. “I did not want to wait in the front room.”

      

      “Why?

      

      “I wanted fresh air,” she said dismissively. Andy turned around and saw none other than Webster Thorndike standing with his hands behind his back, looking around. Andy clenched his jaw at the sight of the man.

      

      “What is it, Andy?” Beatrice asked.

      

      “I thoroughly dislike that man,” Andy said, surprising himself with his sudden burst of honesty.

      

      But instead of being put off by his outburst Beatrice said: “He certainly gives me the chills.”

      

      “He does?” Andy asked curiously.

      

      “Ever since I was a young girl, I have had what my aunt calls character-meter,” Beatrice said with a small smile, “I have a good read of people, of their true intentions,” she said looking Andy in the eyes.

      

      “Really?” he asked, feeling his heart skip a beat.

      

      “Yes,” she answered.

      

      “Thorndike will never be able to redeem himself in my books,” Andy said looking in the window.

      

      “What did he do?” she asked.

      

      “He was Olivia’s piano teacher,” Andy said. “Always spoke of her great talent, of how the music seemed to flow from her…”

      

      “And?” Beatrice asked tentatively.

      

      “When my sister grew up, his words about her changed. He began complimenting her in an untoward fashion. Olivia did not notice, or it did not bother her. She wants to believe in the best in everyone,” Andy paused.

      

      “I heard him, one night. He spoke with a group of men, about his little pet,” he spat out the word. “The one he always gave more intimate instructions, so he could innocently stroke her hair, her arms…” he shook with anger at the memory. Beatrice waited until he was ready to speak again.

      

      “I pulled her from the classes,” he said. “Olivia was gutted; she could not understand why I took this away from her. But I could not leave her alone with that man.”

      

      “Sometimes the brave thing to do is the hardest as well,” Beatrice said sympathetically.

      

      “What does your meter say about me?” Andy asked after a small silence.

      

      “The best things,” Beatrice said in hushed tones as she turned on her heel and returned into the house, leaving Andy puzzled by this exchange. When they finally returned to the carriage and began their way back home, Andy was even more bewildered. Beatrice found a reason to mention Marc’s name whenever possible, hinting heavily that it was such shame he was unmarried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      As the preparation for the wedding reception continued, the house began filling with food. Beatrice made beautiful flower arrangements and spent a good part of one morning tying bells to a silk ribbon that she wanted to hang over the two poles Frank was building in the garden.

      

      It had been decided that the reception would be outside as the weather was still mild. Clarissa had tried to keep the number of guests at a minimum, but the reception was still going to be larger than the Rosewood house would allow. Frank had been working hard on building a wooden arbor for them to stand under where they would say their vows.

      

      "I hope you will not overexert yourself, darling Olivia," Clarissa said to Olivia.

      

      "I will be fine," Olivia replied. The two of them, mostly Olivia, were preparing the food for the reception. Olivia had been pouching meat which she was going to serve with aspic, and she was preparing a luxurious fruit cake.

      

      She was also making small pies, and Frank had teased her that she must be expecting at least two towns for the reception given the food she was preparing. The Carters had given Frank and Clarissa all the supplies as a wedding gift.

      

      Olivia had been keeping as busy as she possibly could. Being around Clarissa and Beatrice was too painful. All the dreams she had had of a wedding of her own seemed so unlikely that she kept mostly in the kitchen, finding ways to stop her heart from completely breaking in two.

      

      She had overheard Beatrice talking to Clarissa when they had not seen her. Beatrice spoke of Marc, about how handsome he was, and how she longed to get married soon as her parents were getting old.

      

      Clarissa sounded excited, at the prospect of them being bonded by family forever more. How could Marc say no to Beatrice? She is gorgeous and bold… She comes from a good family, and most importantly, there is no bad blood between the Hendricks and the Paytons.

      

      "Dear," Beatrice said appearing by Olivia's side. "Are you quite all right?" she added kindly. "You are as pale as moonlight!"

      

      "I'm fine," Olivia dismissed. "No need to worry about me."

      

      "Take care of yourself," Beatrice said giving her a gentle pat on the arm.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said and could barely contain her sob. "Excuse me," she said as he hastily pulled off her apron and retired to her bedroom.

      

      "Oh, dear," Clarissa said to Beatrice. "I hate to see her this way."

      

      "We will have to continue with our plan," Beatrice said.

      

      "You're right," Clarissa agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Marc arrived at the busy Rosewood Ranch. The wedding reception was the next day, and he had promised to come over and help. Andy stood in the front carrying a large wood stump into the back garden. Clarissa looked up, as she stood by the farmyard, holding a large washing tub.

      

      "Oh, hey Marc," she said, looking disappointed.

      

      "Well, I'm glad to see you too," Marc said with raised eyebrows.

      

      "Oh, sorry," Clarissa said kindly, "I'm just expecting Katie with the dress," she explained.

      

      "How is it going?" Marc asked. "Are you driving your husband and brother-in-law insane?" he teased.

      

      "I would have you know that no such thing has happened," Clarissa said. "Everything is coming together nicely," she smiled.

      

      "I'm glad, sister dear," Marc said. "You deserve only the very best."

      

      "You are too sweet," Clarissa beamed.

      

      "That you are," Beatrice said as she appeared next to Clarissa. "Good to see you again," she added giving Marc a dazzling smile.

      

      "And you, Beatrice," Marc replied politely. Marc noticed Andy stopped at the sight of him as he came back from the garden. Marc tipped his hat in his direction, but Andy looked sternly at him and did not reciprocate the greeting.

      

      "Dear, Marc," Beatrice said making Marc look away from Andy. "Could you help me? I want to hang the ribbons with the bells at the arbor," she asked sweetly.

      

      "Sure," he said distractedly.

      

      "Excellent," Beatrice said as she turned gracefully around.

      

      "I will go back inside," Clarissa said. "You should go," she said with a bashful smile.

      

      "All right," Marc said slightly confused.

      

      Clarissa sauntered into the kitchen, taking a deep breath before she entered the house. Andy stood in the sitting room, absentmindedly overstuffing his pipe with tobacco as he stared out the window watching Marc helping Beatrice hanging the ribbons. His face was hard, and he clenched his jaw tightly together.

      

      "Should I make coffee?" Clarissa asked gently, but nevertheless startling him.

      

      "Thank you," he said looking briefly at her then back out the window. Clarissa began boiling the water, observing Andy. Now is my opportunity, she thought determinately to herself.

      

      "You know, Beatrice talks an awful lot about my brother," Clarissa said conversationally, and when Andy said nothing she continued. "Such a shame really…" she said leaving her words hanging in the air.

      

      "Why do you say that?" Andy asked his voice barely louder than a whisper.

      

      "Well…" Clarissa began, trying hard to sound inconspicuous. "As we both know, Marc has already proclaimed whom he would like to court, and I believe Beatrice has no particular interest in him, not really," she finished.

      

      At her words, Andy looked away from the window and faced Clarissa, who was busy brewing the coffee. "What do you mean by that?"

      

      "Beatrice's parents are getting old, and she worries she will end up alone," Clarissa explained. "She likes the idea of Marc, but she does not really know him." She took a mug from the counter and poured coffee in it. She handed Andy the mug and looked him in the eyes, "If Marc was betrothed to someone else, Beatrice might see what is right in front of her," she said with a kind smile. Andy was completely stunned.

      

      "I better go outside to greet Katie when she arrives," Clarissa said happily and left the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia walked from the barn. Her arms were full of large wooden trays that she needed to wash and polish to serve the food on the next day. She had sought solitude since her little outburst in the kitchen earlier. I feel as if I am standing on the verge of an abyss, she thought sadly as she walked into the house through the backdoor.

      

      The kitchen was empty, but the first thing she saw through the kitchen was Beatrice laughing and touching Marc's arm gently. He gave her a sweet smile and then Clarissa joined them. They look like a… family, Olivia felt her insides clench, and at once she dropped the trays. The clatter from the trays drowned out her small cry of pain.

      

      I have lost him… In my naivety, my heart thought he would fight for me, but he has chosen to honor my family —not me. Olivia bent down to pick up the trays, wiping her tears away.

      

      "Olivia?" a voice said quietly.

      

      Olivia jumped at the presence of someone near her. She looked up and relief flooded over her. There stood Katie, holding a parcel in her hands, looking worried. "What’s wrong?" she said concernedly, putting the parcel on the kitchen table and hurrying to her friend.

      

      "Oh, Katie," Olivia sobbed.

      

      "Tell me, dear Olivia, what’s wrong?" Katie said, bending down and helping her pick up the trays. Olivia turned away from the window and drew a shaky breath.

      

      "Olivia?" Katie repeated tentatively.

      

      "I thought he would wait for me…" Olivia said her voice barely audible.

      

      "Who?" Katie asked as she looked out and noticed Marc, next to Clarissa and Beatrice.

      

      "Oh, my dear friend," she said sympathetically and pulled Olivia into an embrace. Olivia clung to her and fought to keep the tears at bay.

      

      "But I don't understand," Katie said as they broke from the embrace. "Did Marc say something?"

      

      "No," Olivia said her voice laced with deep sadness. "He did not have to. Just look at her, Katie," she added miserably looking out the window.

      

      "But…" Katie began, but Olivia shook her head.

      

      "I think I will lie down," she said. "Would you please tell them I need rest?"

      

      "Of course," Katie said.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said and gave her a small, sad smile. She turned around and walked towards her room.

      

      "Dear Olivia…" Katie muttered to herself.
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        * * *

      

      Just as Katie was about to follow Olivia, Clarissa and Beatrice entered the house. "Katie!" Clarissa exclaimed happily, "I did not know you had arrived!"

      

      "I only just arrived," Katie said. "Olivia asked me to tell you that she went to lie down."

      

      "Oh, dear, is she all right?" Beatrice asked.

      

      "She's just tired," Katie replied curtly. "Well, I have the dress," she said turning to Clarissa.

      

      "I cannot wait to see it," Clarissa shrieked as she carefully opened the parcel in front of her. Together Beatrice and Katie observed as she pulled out the deep purple dress. The skirt had deep pleats, and the bodice was plain except for an embroidered belt from the same material. Clarissa stroked her hands over the lace cuffed sleeves, and her eyes were full of tears.

      

      "Katie!" she said emotionally. "It's absolutely gorgeous!"

      

      "Thank you," Katie said humbly. "Mother and I worked hard on it," she added.

      

      "You two are true artists," Beatrice said. Katie's smile faltered slightly as she looked at her.

      

      "Thank you," she said politely. "Now, I must head back home."

      

      "Did you ride by yourself?" Clarissa asked.

      

      "Yes," Katie replied. "It is only my mother and I, and I must ride alone on these journeys," she said smiling.

      

      "I am sure Marc would not mind accompanying you home," Clarissa said but Katie said immediately: "No, I will be perfectly all right on my own."

      

      Clarissa and Beatrice exchanged surprised looks at that. "If you say so," Clarissa said, "Thank you again."

      

      "I look forward to seeing you wear it tomorrow," Katie said kindly. At that, she turned around and left the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Clarissa woke early the next morning; her insides felt like it was filled with fluttering butterflies. "How fortunate are we, Frank," she said as she cuddled close to him. "I get to stand next to you while our family and friends celebrate us," she added tenderly.

      

      "I know that I am the luckiest man in the entire world," Frank said stroking her dark hair.

      

      "I do hope that Olivia is feeling better," Clarissa said concernedly. Olivia had been quiet during dinner, and her eyes were red and puffy as if she had been crying.

      

      "She looked as if she was in mourning," Frank contemplated.

      

      "If Andy would see what is right in front of him…" Clarissa muttered thoughtfully.

      

      "Pardon?" Frank asked her.

      

      "Nothing!" Clarissa said guiltily.

      

      "Clarissa?" Frank said curiously. "What about Andy?"

      

      "I surely do not know what you mean," Clarissa said coyly, sitting up.

      

      "What are you plotting?" Frank said laughing as he sat up and pulled her in her arms. He gave her a sweet kiss before he tickled her. She burst into laughter and jumped from the bed.

      

      "Now I will never tell," she said teasingly.

      

      "Mrs. Wagner!" Frank reprimanded gleefully. Clarissa gaped at him, her whole demeanor changing. "What is it?" Frank asked suddenly worried.

      

      "It's just… With everything that has happened, I guess this is the first time I heard someone call me Mrs. Wagner," she said her voice choking up. Frank walked to her and took her in his arms.

      

      "My dearest, sweetest, Clarissa Wagner," he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      The Rosewood Ranch was filled with food and Olivia stood in next to Frank. They were waiting for Marc for the blessing they had planned before the reception. Frank was dressed in his best clothes, and Andy wore his church clothes. There was sober tranquillity in the air. Olivia looked better, but her smile did not reach her eyes. Beatrice stood in the back, unusually quiet. Finally, there was a knock on the door, and Frank opened for Marc. As he came inside the house, Clarissa appeared in the hallway.

      

      "Clarissa!" Marc gasped as he saw his little sister standing in front of him in her new dress. Her hair was tied back with a silver pin, and she looked beautiful. Marc kissed her cheek, "Mother and Father would have been proud," he said kindly.

      

      "Thank you," she said sweetly. Together they walked into the sitting room where Andy stood holding the good book.

      

      "Before the blessing commences, I want to say a few words," Frank said.

      

      "Clarissa and I are filled with gratitude, and we realize our actions did not come without a price," he looked at Andy. "We thought love could not wait but we were wrong. Thank you all."

      

      "That was beautiful Frank," Olivia said. Andy looked at his siblings and looked at the only picture they had of their parents.

      

      "The enemies’ ultimate goal is to destroy," Andy began after a pause. "The Lord is to build up… Marriage is a union in the Lord's heavenly blessing, joining two souls. Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. Clarissa and Frank found each other, and we thank the Lord. May your union bring you patience, tolerance, and understanding…" his voice trailed off for a moment. "Clarissa and Frank took a chance and followed their heart, and we could all learn from their example," Andy finished, deep in thought.

      

      "That was beautiful," Clarissa said with tears in her eyes.

      

      "You speak with grace," Beatrice said softly.

      

      "I see guests arriving," Frank said as he looked out the kitchen window. "Come, Clarissa; we should greet them."

      

      Clarissa took Frank's hand and together they walked out to the farmyard. Andy looked at his sister who had retreated to the kitchen. Her sorrow is in my hands… Clarissa was right; and for the first time the answer is simple.

      

      "Marc," Andy said, "I would like to have a word with you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      "Let me help you carry this," Beatrice said to Olivia as she noticed the awkward look on Andy's face. Olivia nodded weakly, and they began moving the food-laden trays outside to the large table in the backyard, leaving Marc and Andy alone together.

      

      "Thank you for the blessing," Marc said. "It meant a lot to my sister."

      

      "I…" Andy began unsure how to continue. "I wanted to talk to you about… about Olivia," he finally said.

      

      "Is she all right?" Marc asked concerned.

      

      Andy paused before he said: "No, she's not."

      

      "What has happened?" Marc said.

      

      "Truth be told, it’s because of me," Andy said slowly. "Because of my actions - my refusal." Marc looked alert as he stared at Andy. "I have realized that I did not listen to what was right when I denied you. I lashed out from anger and pride," Andy looked resolutely at Marc then added: "And I was wrong."

      

      "What does this mean?" Marc asked.

      

      "You have my blessing to court Olivia," Andy said. Marc looked stunned as the realization washed over him.

      

      He thought for a while before he said: "Promise me, you will let me tell her?" Marc said.

      

      "Yes, of course," Andy said.

      

      "I will not do it today," Marc said. "This day should be about Clarissa and Frank."

      

      "The misbehaving siblings," Andy said with a sly grin.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked out to the farmyard, and he felt as if he was filled with renewed vigor. We will finally be together, he thought looking around for Olivia. But he was pulled into a bear hug from William Carter.

      

      "Marc my boy," he bellowed. "This is truly a blessing."

      

      "Let go of him," Sylvia admonished her husband. "Good to see you, dear," she said kindly.

      

      "And you Sylvia," Marc said. The backyard was filling with people who all surrounded Clarissa and Frank giving them their well-wishes.

      

      "When will we see you settle down, Marc?" Sylvia asked.

      

      "Come off it," William said, taking his turn to admonish. "Marc will do it when he finds the right one."

      

      "Believe me, Sylvia," Marc said smiling as he just noticed Olivia, "I truly am working on it."

      

      Marc excused himself and walked towards Olivia. He did not want to tell her right now, but he just wanted to be closer to her. She had been so distant lately. As he got nearer her, Beatrice came hurrying towards him.

      

      "Marc!" she beamed at him, and just then Doctor Bourne stepped in his line of vision, and he lost sight of Olivia.

      

      "Hello, Beatrice," Marc said distractedly.

      

      "I want to give you my utmost congratulations," Beatrice said.

      

      "Should you not say this to Clarissa or Frank?" Marc asked.

      

      Beatrice moved her head closer to his, "I meant because of Andy's change of heart," she whispered.

      

      "How did you hear about that?" Marc asked her suspiciously.

      

      Beatrice looked guiltily at her feet, "Oh, promise not to be mad."

      

      "What did you do?"

      

      Beatrice glanced in Clarissa's direction but before she could reply Marc said: "This has something to do with my sister? Am I right?" he said.

      

      "Yes," Beatrice said with slight hesitation. "She figured Andy just needed a little push in the right direction."

      

      "Andy? How do you mean?" Marc asked.

      

      "Marc, you are very sweet, and every woman would be glad to call you hers…"

      

      "But?" Marc said.

      

      "I'm afraid you are not the one I would choose," Beatrice said quietly, looking over to where Andy stood, shaking Pastor Ruggles’ hand. Suddenly everything made sense to Marc.

      

      "Does he know?" Marc asked.

      

      "No," Beatrice hastened to answer. "And swear to me, Marc, that you will never tell him!"

      

      Marc chuckled, thinking about how stubborn and headstrong Andy could be. "I promise."

      

      "You should find Olivia," Beatrice said sweetly.

      

      "I will," Marc said, turning away from Beatrice and almost walked into Joshua.

      

      "You came," Marc exclaimed.

      

      "Yes, and thank you for lending us the carriage," Joshua said.

      

      "How was O'Leary?" Marc asked with a slight smile.

      

      "He drove the carriage gently," Joshua said. "Well, a bit too gently," he admitted. "This is why we are late."

      

      "Is your mother here?" Marc asked.

      

      "She’s with O'Leary," Joshua said. "He has such a good influence on her." Marc looked at the direction Joshua had gestured and saw his old worker, standing close to Violet who looked nervous, patting her shoulder gently.
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        * * *

      

      Frank and Clarissa's reception was a joyous affair. They cut the cake Olivia had made for them, and everybody cheered as they took their bites. Even though this had not been their wedding day, it did not matter. The backyard was filled with laughter, and as Frank and Clarissa stood underneath the arbor and said their vows in front of their friends and family, there was hardly a dry eye in the crowd.

      

      Marc had not been able to find time with Olivia. She seemed to be content to sit on the sideline, making sure there was plenty of food. The guests had slowly begun to head back home, and only a few guests remained behind. As the sunbeams began hiding behind the horizon, the fireflies started to fly around, lazily casting their ethereal glow around.

      

      Violet sat surrounded by her children. "Seamus," she said gently to O'Leary. "I think it’s time for us to head back."

      

      O'Leary leapt up and beamed at her, "I will fetch the carriage." Clarissa looked at Marc, and they both raised their eyebrows. This was indeed a new side to him.

      

      "Perhaps I ought to get going as well," Katie said standing up.

      

      "Allow me to accompany you home," Marc said.

      

      "There is no need," Katie said mischievously. "I have my personal shadow rider," she added with a tinkling laugh.

      

      "What on earth does she mean?" Frank said looking at Clarissa that sat next to him. But Olivia chuckled as came from the house, "Katie has all the protection she needs," she said as she began to clean up the remaining food. Clarissa turned around to see Katie ride away and a familiar figure in black rode behind her.

      

      "Is that?" Clarissa asked shocked.

      

      "Yes," Olivia replied at once.

      

      "You don't say," Clarissa laughed.

      

      "Who is it?" Frank asked.

      

      "Her very own mysterious cowboy," Olivia said with a grin as she returned to the house.

      

      "I think I will follow O'Leary back home," Marc said as he stood up. He hugged Clarissa and shook hands with Frank. He turned around and watched Olivia through the open window.

      

      "You should tell her now," Beatrice said. "It's time."

      

      Marc nodded and slowly walked into the house. "Olivia," Marc said as he entered the kitchen. She turned around and at once her smile from before vanished, and her deep look of sadness returned.

      

      "Hello, Marc," she said quietly.

      

      "I was hoping I could convince you to meet me tomorrow," Marc said slowly.

      

      "Does Joshua need me?" Olivia asked.

      

      "No," Marc replied.

      

      "Is it Violet?" she asked nervously.

      

      "No, Olivia," Marc said calmly. "I would like to take you out — just the two of us."

      

      "What?" Olivia said, confused. "But what about Andy?"

      

      "You should go," came Andy's voice suddenly from the doorway of the back entrance.

      

      "Really?" Olivia asked him flabbergasted.

      

      "If there is one thing I have learned in these past weeks, it’s that family should come first, and that means your happiness too, dear Olivia," Andy said kindly.

      

      "Oh, Andy," Olivia said running towards him and giving him a tight hug. "Thank you," she whispered in his hair.

      

      "You ought to see him off," Andy said with a small smile. "It is, after all, the polite thing to do."

      

      Olivia grinned and turned to face Marc, "Would you do me the honor of accompanying me to my horse?" Marc asked her.

      

      "I would be delighted to," Olivia smiled, and they walked out of the house together.

      

      "That smile is a sight for sore eyes," Beatrice said from behind Andy.

      

      "The very same could be said about you," Andy said calmly as he turned around to look at her intently, and Beatrice blushed slightly.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia and Marc sauntered towards the stable. I cannot believe this is finally happening, Olivia thought as chills moved down her body as Marc gently stroked his fingers over hers. "Darling, Olivia," he said quietly, as he threaded his fingers between hers.

      

      "I lost hope…" Olivia said sadly. "I hope you forgive me,"

      

      "I would never have stopped fighting for you," Marc reiterated.

      

      "I know that now," Olivia said. "Deep down I always knew that. This was a test, and I stumbled…"

      

      "But I was there to catch you," Marc said as he pulled her hand towards his lips. "I will always catch you, Olivia."

      

      "I am truly blessed to have met you, Marc Payton," Olivia said sweetly.

      

      "You came into my life and changed everything," Marc replied. "I cannot imagine my life without you right by my side."

      

      "I'm yours," Olivia said softly. Marc pulled her closer and slowly their heads moved forwards. His lips were firm and soft, and the kiss caused a tidal wave of emotions in Olivia. His strong hands held her lower back, and Olivia felt all strength leave her as she succumbed to the kiss. He held her up, and when the kiss ended, Olivia felt weak in the knees. She clung to his broad shoulders for support.

      

      "Will you meet me tomorrow?" Marc asked her, stroking his hand over her golden hair.

      

      "I would be happy to," Olivia replied sweetly.

      

      "Even though it’s Sunday?" Marc asked.

      

      "On Sundays, we rest and spend it with those we care about," Olivia said. "I cannot imagine anything more appropriate than spending it with you."

      

      "I'm glad," Marc said. "Because I care about you very much," he observed her face before he added: "I love you, Olivia Wagner."

      

      Olivia smiled, and tears filled her eyes. "And I love you, Marc Payton." They kissed again. This time the kiss was short and sweet, a promise for the future.

      

      "'Till next time," Marc said finally breaking away from her.

      

      "‘Till next time," Olivia echoed.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia woke the next morning feeling lighter than she had felt in a very long time. She dressed, and her usual tune had returned to her lips as she buttoned up her pale blue dress. She combed her hair until it shone. As she walked into the kitchen a delicious smell of eggs and pancakes greeted her senses.

      

      "Good morning," Beatrice said happily.

      

      "Oh, you should not have to do that!" Olivia said.

      

      "Please," Beatrice said. "I insist."

      

      "Let me just help you," Olivia began.

      

      "No, you have worked so very hard to prepare for Clarissa and Frank's wedding reception that you deserve at least one morning free," Beatrice said kindly.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said sitting down. There was a vase filled with beautiful flowers on the table. Olivia smelled them and sighed. "Did you pick these this morning?" she asked, regarding the fresh flowers.

      

      "I did," Beatrice smiled.

      

      "You have been busy," Olivia remarked.

      

      "I wanted to show my thanks," Beatrice said. "You and your family have been very hospitable, and although I'm no great cook, I at least know how to make pancakes."

      

      "They smell delicious," Olivia said.

      

      "Thank you," Beatrice replied. "This is the recipe our cook taught me."

      

      "Is Florence a nice town?" Olivia asked. She had not traveled much, only to Scottsdale to visit Aunt Mary.

      

      "It is," Beatrice said as she took the pan off the stove. "But I think I like Eloy more."

      

      "Really?" Olivia asked.

      

      "The people here are good," Beatrice smiled as she carried the plate with the stack of pancakes onto the table. "I might extend my visit," she added. "But I will stay with my aunt."

      

      "You are welcome to stay here," Olivia said assuredly.

      

      "Thank you; you are sweet. However, my aunt is all alone, and I think she would enjoy some company."

      

      "Something smells good," Frank said as he entered the kitchen, and Clarissa agreed as she followed him.

      

      "Did you make breakfast?" Clarissa asked Beatrice, looking at Olivia who sat at the table.

      

      "I sure did," Beatrice said.

      

      "I can't wait to try it," Andy said as he appeared at the front door.

      

      "You, too, were up early?" Olivia asked. Andy muttered something about checking the cattle, but he glanced at Beatrice who grinned.

      

      "Let's eat!" Beatrice said, and she and Andy joined the rest at the kitchen table.

      

      "I made arrangements to meet Marc after church today," Olivia said slowly, looking apprehensive. "I hope that's all right!"

      

      "Marc?" Clarissa said with a huge grin on her face.

      

      "Very good," Andy replied. Olivia looked astounded, and both Clarissa and Beatrice beamed.

      

      "We also have a small announcement," Frank said, looking equally as surprised as Olivia. "Clarissa and I want to go on a short honeymoon. We plan to ride up to Scottsdale, and I want to introduce Clarissa to Aunt Mary."

      

      "What a wonderful idea," Olivia said touched.

      

      "We will, of course, only leave after we have finished rounding up," Frank added hastily.

      

      "Good," Andy said. "I agree; it's a fine idea."

      

      Life sure is different here at the Rosewood Ranch, Olivia mused happily as she ate her pancakes. I cannot wait to meet Marc!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      After an unusually long trip, as O’Leary had very carefully driven the wagon, Marc, O’Leary, and the Green family arrived on time at church that Sunday. Marc walked towards an almost empty church row, followed by his brigade of companions. He could see raised eyebrows from some of the church society ladies, but he only had eyes for Olivia, who glanced at him frequently, her posture elegant as she played hymn after hymn.

      

      As the final chord rang out and the service ended, Marc stood up, anxious to speak with her. The congregation walked outside, and Joshua ran after his siblings that longed for play now that they had sat quietly for so long.

      

      "Your playing was a delight," Marc said as he approached Olivia.

      

      "You are kind," she said as she turned around. "And you certainly were attentive of my playing," she teased.

      

      "Well naturally," Marc said with a slight grin.

      

      "We should head outside," Olivia said.

      

      "Yeah," Marc said unable to stop looking at her. Is it possible she became more beautiful since yesterday?

      

      "I’m looking forward to our day," Marc said slowly.

      

      "Me too," Olivia replied.

      

      "I thought we might have ourselves a lit…" he continued but was cut off at the sudden appearance of Joshua who had run back inside the church, looking terrified.

      

      "Joshua?" Marc asked concerned. "What's wrong, boy? You’re as white as a sheet."

      

      "I…" Joshua began taking a deep breath to calm his nerves. "I heard it."

      

      "Heard what?" Marc asked.

      

      "I heard the voice," Joshua said quietly. "I heard the third voice… From the fire!"

      

      "You heard the voice?" Marc reiterated.

      

      "Yes."

      

      "Where?" Marc said looking around the gathering of people outside the church that still stood and chatted.

      

      "Over there," Joshua pointed in the direction of the train station. "I was following Michael as he had run too far from the church. He wanted to see the train… As we came closer to the station, I heard the voice."

      

      "You are absolutely certain?" Marc asked seriously.

      

      "I am," Joshua replied earnestly.

      

      Marc looked at Olivia, a pained expression etched onto his face, "Darling Olivia, I must go," he said, taking her hand in his. "I cannot let that man get away. Please, go back home. I cannot take the chance of anything happening to you.”

      

      "Of course," Olivia said sympathetically. "I understand."

      

      "As I knew you would," Marc said and hurried towards Frank and Clarissa, who were chatting with William and Sylvia Carter.

      

      "Hi there," Clarissa said happily, but her expression faltered as she noted the severe look on his face. "Marc?"

      

      "I have little time to explain," Marc said looking at Frank. "I need you to take Clarissa and Olivia back to the Rosewood Ranch. The third man from the fire is close by," Marc said, ignoring Clarissa's gasp.

      

      "He's here?" Frank asked.

      

      "Yes, and you need to take them, do you understand?" Marc said. "You should ride with O'Leary. It’s important that we keep Joshua safe."

      

      "I am on it!” Frank replied and they both hurried towards O'Leary as he stood by the carriage, watching the children play.

      

      "O'Leary," Marc said seriously. "I need you to go home now. There is an emergency. Take Violet and the children and ride back. Frank Wagner will ride with you he will explain. Wait for Joshua, then go."

      

      “I will,” O’Leary replied gravely.

      

      Marc turned around to find Joshua again. "I want you to show me exactly where you heard the voice," he said, but Andy came running.

      

      "I'm coming with you," he said.

      

      "You should ride with Frank," Marc objected.

      

      "No, I will go with you!” Andy said determinately.

      

      "All right, we will go now!" Marc said.

      

      Andy and Marc followed Joshua towards the station. Joshua looked petrified, but he forced himself onwards. "Here," he whispered. "Behind this cabin," he pointed. Marc put his hand on his pistol and slowly moved closer to the cabin. He could hear voices, which both sounded very familiar. As he neared the corner of the cabin, he collided with a tall figure, whose face was hidden behind a handkerchief.

      

      "You!" the man bellowed, looking behind Marc at Joshua. He pulled out his gun, but Marc lunged at him, wrestling him to the ground.

      

      "Run, Joshua!" Marc screamed as he punched the man in the side. He recoiled but moved quickly pointing his gun at Joshua.

      

      "No," Marc hissed, kicking his arm, as he pulled the trigger. The loud bang reverberated around them and Marc felt a dull thud to the stomach as he kicked him and ran away. But he saw in the distance Joshua leaving with O’ Leary. Andy ran after him behind the cabin but cursed loudly as the man appeared a moment later riding a horse.

      

      "Hurry," Andy said, pulling Marc up, and they ran towards the church. Bewildered looking people gasped as they hurried past them towards their horses. Marc yanked the reins free and jumped on Spirit, kicking him to move. He responded at once, and they were off.

      

      Marc was gaining on him, and he could hear Andy behind him. As he turned at a crossroads the man ahead aimed his gun at them. He shot his gun, and it nearly hit Marc. "Yah," Marc called as he pushed down on to the stirrups, egging Spirit to move faster.

      

      The man rode towards the Thorndike farm. If he manages to go behind the farm he might get away, Marc thought rapidly. He turned around to see Andy riding behind him.

      

      “Cut him off,” Marc bellowed. Andy sped his horse with great effort ahead of Marc, and of the road. I need to distract the man, Marc thought. He pulled out his gun and aimed as carefully as he could. He pulled back the trigger and fired.

      

      As he had hoped, the disguised man's horse whinnied at the loud noise and halted slightly, giving Andy enough time to ride ahead of the man, blocking his way. The disguised man pulled his horse's reins and made a sudden change in direction, towards the Thorndike farm, and Marc followed closely behind.

      

      The man rode towards the farmhouse and Marc could see movement inside the house. I must stop him from entering the house! The man jumped off his horse and made for the front door. Marc rode close to the door, moved his feet from the stirrups and made a leaping jump ahead, crashing into the man.

      

      A scream was heard from inside the house as Marc fought to keep the man on the ground. He held the man's arms behind him, pressing his knee firmly down to keep him from moving.

      

      As Andy came riding towards them, Marc called: "I need rope!"

      

      Andy slid off his horse and grabbed his rope and threw it to Marc, who caught it and quickly tied the man's hands together. He turned him around and pulled down his handkerchief. "Time to see who you are!" he, but the face that greeted him shocked him.

      

      "Langston?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marc stared at the man in front of him. Langston! The hand his father had hired for years. The man Marc had thought was the epitome of honor and trustworthiness.

      

      "Langston?" Marc repeated. Langston sneered at him and squirmed around trying to break free of his confinement.

      

      "You are behind all of this?" Marc growled.

      

      Langston grimaced and tried again to wriggle from his bonds, "If it isn't little Marc Payton," he spat.

      

      "You let go of me, at once," he screamed.

      

      "You're Lockheart!" Marc said as the realization dawned on him. "You tried to steal my cattle!"

      

      "Listen," Langston said dangerously. "You’re going to let me go, or else…" he threatened.

      

      "Or what?" Marc barked.

      

      "You will never be safe, you and that boy," Langston spewed.

      

      "We will," Marc said confidently. "You are going to be locked up, might even get the rope," Marc finished. "Come on, Andy," Marc said ignoring Langston. "Let's take this scum to Sheriff Blackwell."

      

      "You have no idea what you are getting yourself into, boy," Langston snarled, but Marc ignored him. Together he and Andy pulled Langston up and laid him across his horse and tied him to his saddle.

      

      "Now don't move too much, or you will fall," Marc said icily. Together he and Andy rode back towards the town, Langston dangling across his horse, between them. They neared the town, and as they stopped outside the Sheriff's office, Langston began squirming again.

      

      "Sheriff Blackwell," Marc called, still on his horse, holding tightly to Langston's horse. Sheriff Blackwell came outside and looked surprised at the sight in front of him.

      

      "What is going on?" Blackwell asked.

      

      "We have captured Lockheart!" Marc said confidently.
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        * * *

      

      Langston sat in the jail cell inside Blackwell's sheriff office and had not uttered a word since Andy and Marc carried him inside. Blackwell observed Langston, speechless.

      

      "How can you be sure he’s Lockheart?" Blackwell asked.

      

      "You said that Lockheart has been roaming the land for the past year” Marc said. "Langston used to work for my father until he disappeared a few years ago, at the same time Thorndike accused him of stealing from him. Since then, no one has heard of Langston."

      

      "That must be how he got to Jennings and Green," Blackwell said. "They were persuaded by the hand they had known all their life." Blackwell looked at Langston in the cell.

      

      "That explains Jebediah's last words to you, Sheriff," Andy said.

      

      "What did he say?" Marc asked.

      

      "He said, in a seemingly sincere moment, that his family would not be safe with you," Sheriff Blackwell said.

      

      "With me?" Marc said.

      

      "Langston knows you," Andy continued. "And he knows the Blue Willow Ranch. He could bide his time and try to get Joshua."

      

      "Or Jebediah might have thought that you would trust the cowboy that worked for your family all those years," Sheriff Blackwell added.

      

      "One thing does not fit," Marc said thoughtfully. "Where has he been staying all this time, and who was he talking to behind the cabin by the station?"

      

      "I think I have the answer to that question," Frank said, suddenly appearing in the office, holding tightly to none other than Webster Thorndike.

      

      "Thorndike?" Blackwell said curiously. Marc looked back at Langston who stared intently at Thorndike and noticed Andy's knuckles turn white.

      

      "After I heard the gunshot and you two rode away like cannon balls," Frank began. "I returned to the station. I looked around and noticed a man trying to sneak away looking guilty."

      

      "Langston must have been talking to him," Marc said.

      

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Thorndike peeped up. "I demand you let go of me — at once!"

      

      "Shut it, Thorndike," Andy growled.

      

      "Come now, Webster," Sheriff Blackwell said calmly. "We are just going to have a little chat." He looked at Langston who had stood up in his cell and stared venomously at Thorndike.

      

      "I will just have to send a quick letter," he continued, a glint in his eyes. "You will just wait in the cell, and we will sort this out when I get back," he gestured for Frank to bring him to the cell Langston was in.

      

      "No!" Thorndike yelled. "Not there… Please! I will tell you everything, just keep me away from that man!" he said, pointing at Langston.

      

      "All right then," Sheriff Blackwell grinned, "We should talk. Gentlemen, I thank you for your service. Eloy has never been safer since the Wagners and Paytons joined arms."
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        * * *

      

      "I cannot believe it was Langston!" Clarissa said aghast. Andy, Marc, and Frank had returned to the Rosewood Ranch after waiting with the Sheriff and Langston until the bounty hunters arrived.

      

      "I told yah, didn't I," O'Leary said. "There was something fishy about Thorndike’s story."

      

      "Yes," Marc replied. Webster Thorndike had confessed to harboring the fugitive Langston after he went on the run. Initially, Thorndike had reported Langston, but then he figured he could benefit from Langston owing him.

      

      Thorndike had been instrumental in spreading the rumor that Langston was on the run, and that it was unlikely he would ever return. This gave Langston the cover to create a new alias, and he used Thorndike's farm as a hideaway, both for himself and the stolen cattle.

      

      "Langston knew Thorndike would never tell anyone his true identity because he would be jailed if he did," Marc said. "Jennings' mother lives here in Eloy and Langston threatened their families, which explains Jebediah's warning," he finished.

      

      "Extraordinary," Clarissa said.

      

      "This means I am not in danger anymore?" Joshua said slowly.

      

      "You’re safe," Marc said kindly. "You and your family are safe, and welcome to stay at the Blue Willow Ranch as long as you want."

      

      "You are too kind, Marc Payton," Violet said emotionally.

      

      "Thank you," Joshua said.

      

      "We should get going," Violet said to O'Leary, "The children are getting tired."

      

      "Yes, we will go," O'Leary said standing up. Marc looked at Olivia, who stood in the kitchen observing him. She gave him a small nod of the head, as he looked at the retreating figures of Violet Green and her children.

      

      "Olivia, could I have a word?" Marc said. They walked to the back garden, and Olivia turned to face him.

      

      "You should go with them," Olivia said, forestalling him.

      

      "I just want to see them home," Marc said.

      

      "I understand," Olivia said kindly.

      

      A sudden idea came to Marc, "Will you meet me by the river?" he asked her. "Soon?" he added.

      

      "I would be delighted to," Olivia answered sweetly.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia, Clarissa, and Beatrice rode in the carriage with Violet and the children, and Marc who rode in front of them. They returned to the house, and Clarissa looked at Olivia.

      

      "I'm sorry your day did not turn out the way you wanted," she said consolingly.

      

      "It's all right," Olivia replied. "We’re meeting later," she added with a small grin.

      

      "Oh, how romantic," Clarissa beamed.

      

      "Yes, I cannot wait," Olivia said.

      

      "Well, Beatrice and I will take care of dinner so you can get ready," Clarissa said happily.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said gratefully. She walked into the kitchen and grabbed the small wicker basket she used for picnics. She took some bread, cheese, and a leftover pie from the day before and secured it into the basket. Then she picked up a blanket and folded it neatly over the basket.

      

      "You just need this," Beatrice said kindly as she approached her with a small wreath of flowers she had tied together. The colors were a different shade of blue and yellow and made an attractive feature on Olivia's golden hair.

      

      "Thank you," Olivia said. "This looks absolutely beautiful."

      

      "I'm glad you like it," Beatrice said.

      

      "It was sweet of you," Olivia replied. She took her basket and left through the backdoor. The short trip towards the river had never before felt so long. I cannot believe this is finally happening. I am meeting Marc, and not in hiding! She mused excitedly. As she turned by the large tree, she noticed someone was already at her usual reading place. She smiled, approaching Marc who was standing waiting for her.

      

      "Hello, darling," Marc said as he took the basket from her.

      

      "Hi," she replied breathlessly, and together they laid the blanket in front of the large protruding tree-root Olivia always sat by. They sat on the blanket and Marc took her hands in his own.

      

      "Finally, I have you," he said as he interlinked their fingers. "My sweet Olivia," he added.

      

      "I am so glad we’re here," Olivia said. "I brought food," she added.

      

      "You really are an angel," Marc chuckled. Olivia took out the food and they ate in comfortable silence.

      

      "There has much gone on since I saw you, and our path was cumbersome. All of it was worth it if only to be here with you right now," Marc said and gently pulled her towards him. Their heads were close, and Marc examined her face as if he would never get tired of looking at her. He kissed her, a passionate kiss which made Olivia melt into his embrace. The kiss deepened, and Olivia clutched his strong arm, feeling faint from the strength Marc emanated.

      

      "This might be presumptuous of me," Marc said as he rose slightly. "But I have come to a conclusion after the happenings of these last days." Olivia looked at him intently. "I do not want to wait, and I cannot imagine my life without you… I tried, out of respect for your brother, but it was too much. I gravitated back to you. You are the missing part of my heart, and I love you more than I thought was possible for one man. Olivia Wagner," Marc did not break eye contact as he reached into his pocket. "Will you make me the happiest man on earth and marry me?" he asked and opened a small box in his palm, in which a gold band with an emerald stone sat on a faded velvet cushion.

      

      Olivia stared at Marc. Her speech seemed to have been robbed as she stared at the beautiful ring in his hand. Can this really be happening? Is this not a dream? She thought dazedly. Her breathing grew rapid as the flood of emotions washed over her.

      

      "Marc Payton. There is nothing I would want more than to be your wife," she said with tears in her eyes. "You have proven that it’s possible to honor my family and my heart, and for that, I will spend the rest of my days thanking you."

      

      Marc pulled her closer and kissed her the sweetest, gentlest kiss she could have imaged. He took the ring from the box and slid it on her delicate finger.

      

      "I love you," Marc whispered as he observed the ring. "This was my mother's ring, and I am certain she would only have wanted you to have it."

      

      "I love you with all my heart," Olivia said, and she felt as if her heart was about to leap from her chest, "and I love this ring." She lay in his arms, and together they observed the ebbing flow of the river.

      

      The sun neared the horizon, and Olivia shivered slightly. "We should get back," Marc said as he stroked his hand up and down her arms.

      

      "I don't want this moment ever to end," Olivia sighed as she cuddled up to Marc.

      

      "We will have many more moments like this," Marc said, "I promise."

      

      "I will keep you to your promise," Olivia said sweetly as he helped her stand up. "We should tell them," Olivia said as they arrived at the back garden of the house. They walked into the house and at once Frank, Andy, Clarissa, and Beatrice looked up.

      

      "‘Evening," Marc said.

      

      "How was your picnic?" Clarissa asked.

      

      "It was perfect," Olivia smiled, extending her arm, showing the ring. "Marc proposed," she added looking at Andy for his reaction. For a fleeting moment, she thought that he was going to be angry, but then he stood up and pulled her into a hug.

      

      "Congratulations sister," he said quietly, then he shook hands with Marc. Clarissa and Beatrice squealed with joy and jumped up to give their congratulations.

      

      "Mother's ring looks lovely on you," Clarissa said holding Olivia's hand.

      

      "You two are made for each other," Beatrice said sweetly.

      

      "I'm so happy for you," Frank said, kissing Olivia on the cheek and shaking hands with Marc.

      

      "When will the wedding be?" Clarissa asked excitedly.

      

      "We have not decided," Olivia said.

      

      "Soon," Marc added.

      

      "This means a toast is in order," Clarissa said and retreated into the pantry and poured all of them a small glass of wine. "To Marc and Olivia!" she said as they raised their glasses.

      

      "To Marc and Olivia!" they echoed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Month Later

      

      

      

      Wedding preparations had taken over the Rosewood Ranch. Olivia cooked like she was expecting a brigade of guests; however, this time, her smile rarely left her lips. Her happiness seeped into the delicious dishes she was making for her own wedding day. The house was hardly ever without guests as Olivia and Marc’s well-wishers came by often to offer help or congratulations.

      

      Olivia and Marc had ridden to the town to announce their engagement shortly after Marc proposed. They had met Pastor Ruggles to discuss the ceremony, and everywhere they went, people, greeted them with huge smiles and just a few frowns, from Marc’s admirers.

      

      This is like a fairy tale, where the prince and princess find each other at the very end, Olivia mused as she pulled the needle through the square in her hand, sitting on the velvet brown coach in their living room.  With every stitch, she imagined that in just two days, she would be Olivia Payton. She was making a quilt, with the tree of Paradise pattern, and this would be her wedding quilt.

      

      Olivia was enjoying a quiet moment in the sitting room, after she had finally no more pies to bake, enjoying these last moments in the home she was about to leave. Voices sounded in the farmyard, and soon, the tingling laugh of Beatrice filled the house. She appeared in the sitting room, followed by Andy, who was barely visible from the mountain of flowers he was carrying.

      

      “What is going on?” Olivia laughed as she put down her sewing.

      

      “Well, I have to start working on those flower wreaths,” Beatrice answered happily. “Your brother was sweet enough to offer to help me,” she beamed at Andy who had barely managed to put the flowers down.

      

      “Happy to help,” Andy said gruffly as he stood up, his shirt covered in small flower petals. Olivia and Beatrice looked at him and could not stop from bursting out laughing.

      

      “You look just sweet,” Beatrice teased as Andy dusted off his shirt, his ears slightly red.

      

      “I’ll be outside,” Andy said, rolling his eyes.

      

      “Wait,” Beatrice called. “Don’t forget the letter!” Andy pulled an envelope from his pocket and handed it to Olivia.

      

      “It’s from Clarissa and Frank,” she said as she read. “They say they will arrive with the train tomorrow.”

      

      “With the train?” Andy asked. “What about the horses?” he added. Clarissa and Frank were still on their honeymoon in Scottsdale. They had traveled by horse, Clarissa being more than a fair rider.

      

      “They don’t mention anything about it,” Olivia mused. “Clarissa writes that they will be back in time for the wedding and that they are well.”

      

      “I’m sure they have a reason for this,” Beatrice said pointedly.

      

      “I, for one, am not going to worry about it,” Andy said. “That’s not my job anymore,” he added with a small grin as he left the house.

      

      “My brother certainly is a changed man,” Olivia chuckled, as she began to help Beatrice with the flowers.

      

      “I think he just wanted to leave the flowers and wedding talk,” Beatrice said.

      

      “You’re probably right,” Olivia said lightly.

      

      “I do wish you would have let me buy you fabric for a new dress,” Beatrice said as she peeled two flowers apart. Olivia was going to wear her best dress, the one she only wore for special occasions.

      

      “I don’t need a new dress,” Olivia replied sweetly. “I’m marrying the man of my dream.”
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        * * *

      

      The following day Olivia stood in the kitchen clearing away after breakfast. Tomorrow I’ll be a married woman, she reflected when she heard hooves in the distance. Who could that be? she wondered as she peered out the kitchen window. A familiar carriage was slowly approaching and as the rider became clearer, she gasped. Marc!

      

      She pulled off her apron and ran outside. "What are you doing?" she asked.

      

      "A little surprise for you my love," Marc said with a curious smile. He jumped from the carriage and walked towards her and held her hand. There was a commotion in the back of the carriage, and then Clarissa appeared, supporting a woman, Frank helping her on her other side. Olivia stared wide-eyed at the woman in front of her.

      

      "Aunt Mary!" she exclaimed. She ran towards her and they hugged tightly.

      

      "What are you doing here?" Olivia asked. "Come inside," she added taking Clarissa's place next to her beloved Aunt.

      

      "I could not miss the day you got married, now could I?" Aunt Mary said affectionately. They walked into the house and Olivia helped her sit down in the sitting room.

      

      "I cannot believe this!" Olivia said. "You are really here."

      

      "My sweet child," Aunt Mary said. "You have a wonderful family. They came to my home, your brother and his lovely wife, and told me everything. I said, it would be the greatest joy in my life if I was able to see you get married," she added sweetly.

      

      "And what do you know, your ingenious brother booked me a train back to Eloy," she said, looking around the house. "I have not been here since… well, that’s the past," she stroked Olivia's cheek. "You, my darling, are the future."

      

      "Oh, Aunt Mary," Olivia wept and hugged her again. She then turned to Frank and Clarissa, "This is the best gift you could ever have given me," she said her face streaked with tears.

      

      "Fetch me my bag, now, will you Frank," Aunt Mary said. Frank returned in a short while carrying her bag.

      

      "Aunt Mary?" came Andy's voice from the entrance to the kitchen.

      

      "Look at you," Aunt Mary said looking at Andy. "You are the spitting image of your father."

      

      "Is this why you arrived with the train?" Andy asked Frank, who nodded. Andy looked back at Aunt Mary, and his mind seemed to be going wrestling his inner thoughts. Finally, he said: "I am honored you came, Aunt Mary," causing Olivia to sob and Aunt Mary gestured for him to come closer. He knelt in front of her, and she took his hand in hers.

      

      "You are a fine man, Andy Wagner," she said. "I remember when my sweet sister wrote to me, telling me she had had a boy, with light brown hair; she had never been as proud as she was that day."

      

      "Thank you," Andy said solemnly. He stood up, and Frank handed Aunt Mary her bag. She opened it and handed Olivia a soft parcel.

      

      "Open it," Aunt Mary said. Olivia pulled the twine that held the parcel together and gasped as she pulled out the dress within. It was a cream colored, high buttoned dress, with delicate lace capped sleeves.

      

      "It was my mother's," Aunt Mary said. "Your mother could not wear it, as she was too tall, but you are your grandmother's height."

      

      Olivia held the dress close to her, looking speechless. "It’s beautiful," she said.

      

      "It’s yours, my dear," Aunt Mary said.

      

      "I will treasure it forever," Olivia replied gratefully.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was a busy one at the Rosewood Ranch. Katie Wetherby had arrived early, to be by Olivia's side. Andy and Frank were cleaning the carriage, and Beatrice was decorating it with flowers. Katie was combing Olivia's hair into braids in a way she looked like a Greek goddess, adding some small rose buds, and Clarissa doted on Aunt Mary. Soon they would ride to church and Olivia would become Olivia Payton.

      

      "Time for the wedding dress!" Katie said excitedly. She helped Olivia put it on. They buttoned the little satin buttons across her back and adjusted the dress to feel smooth and airy. When Aunt Mary placed her veil made with lace looking like a crown, everybody took a step back, looking at the bride in awe.

      

      "Your mother is with you now. I can feel her presence," Aunt Mary said kindly.

      

      "Your being here makes it feel almost as if she is here. Thank you so much, Aunt Mary, for coming!" Olivia replied hugging her dear aunt.

      

      "There are no words to describe you, my dear friend. I am so happy for you!" Kate said softly giving her a bouquet of roses, daisies and bluebells.

      

      "You look angelic, my sister," Clarissa said with tears in her eyes.

      

      "The carriage is ready; we should get going…" Andy said as he walked into the house. He was stunned into silence as he watched his sister in the dress. "Olivia!" he looked emotional, but he shook his head roughly. "My little sister, you look like a queen! Simply amazing!" he finished.

      

      "Let's go," Clarissa said happily, and they walked outside, Frank and Andy helping the women into the back of the clean and flower-laden carriage.

      

      "You really outdid yourself, Beatrice," Olivia said as she looked at all the blooms around her.

      

      "You deserve it," Beatrice replied.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage pulled up at the church and excitement shot through Olivia. She was about to walk down the aisle and begin her new life. Frank and Clarissa helped Aunt Mary inside the church, and Andy helped Olivia down from the carriage. By the entrance of the church stood Violet with Dolores, Michael, and Mary-Beth, all holding flower baskets.

      

      "You look like a princess," Dolores said sweetly.

      

      "She's like an angel," Michael said excitedly. "I knew it."

      

      "You are certainly an angel, my sweet sister," Andy said, kissing her cheek. He turned to Beatrice and hesitated a moment before he took her hand to his lips and gave it a gentle kiss. Olivia gasped and beamed at the two of them. "Will you accompany me inside?" he asked her nervously.

      

      "I would be delighted," Beatrice replied her cheeks scarlet. Together they walked inside, leaving Olivia with Katie and the children.

      

      "Are you ready?" Katie asked.

      

      "I am," Olivia smiled. Violet ushered her children inside and as they walked in old Graves began playing a slightly off-key hymn.

      

      "Too bad you cannot play at your own wedding," Katie teased, causing Olivia to laugh heartily. She followed the sweet children as they walked down the aisle dropping flower petals as they walked. Olivia took a deep breath and walked after them — towards Marc.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat next to Marc as they rode towards her new home. The ceremony had finished, and as was tradition the newly married couple rode towards the wedding reception, with the guest following behind them in succession. Olivia rested her head on his shoulder, a steady calm taking over. We are married. Marc Payton is my husband… How extraordinary.

      

      "I love you, Olivia Payton," Marc said as he took her hand in his.

      

      "And I love you, my sweet husband," Olivia replied. Joshua, who was steering the carriage pulled the reins as they rode across the farmyard at Olivia's new home. Marc jumped from the carriage and gently held Olivia in his arms as they walked towards the house.

      

      "Welcome home, my love," Marc said sweetly as he carried her over the threshold, kissing her as he gently put her down.

      

      "We should be outside to greet our guests," Olivia said, but Marc pulled her into another kiss.

      

      "They can wait," he grinned as he held his wife close and kissed her passionately.
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        * * *

      

      The newlyweds stood under the beautiful arbor Frank had built, and their guests gave them their well-wishes and blessings. Sheriff Blackwell challenged Marc to a gun-shooting contest later on, and William Carter had roared with laughter saying he was the unbeaten lasso champion of Eloy and that real men would compete in lassoing as well.

      

      "I am going to be busy," Marc laughed and greeted yet another guest.

      

      "Well, you have to show what you are capable off, husband," Olivia replied teasingly, and Marc pulled her closer and kissed her.

      

      "Look how lovely Clarissa is with the children," Olivia said looking at Clarissa playing with the Green children.

      

      "She will be a good mother," Marc replied. "Just like you will," he added softly.

      

      "Where is Andy though?" Olivia said looking around. "Our guests are hungry, and I want to wait for him, he was going to say grace."

      

      As they looked around, they saw Andy and Beatrice approaching from the back garden looking determined.

      

      "Where have you been?" Olivia asked.

      

      "We have made a discovery," Andy said, slightly out of breath. "Or Beatrice has, more accurately."

      

      "What are you talking about?" Olivia asked.

      

      "The well," Andy began, "The poisoned well…. it, it wasn't poisoned."

      

      "What are you talking about?" Marc asked sharply.

      

      "It was Beatrice who realized," Andy said.

      

      "We were on a walk," Beatrice explained. "Andy was showing me where the two farms meet, close to the river and the well. I noticed a peculiar plant growth around the well, and all over the plants bore the same whitening in the leaves, and some even showed severe root damage."

      

      "I don't understand," Olivia said perplexed.

      

      "It's copper poisoning," Beatrice said. "The effect is quite distinct in plants, but it’s rare. I'm not surprised it was missed."

      

      "I looked inside the well, and it’s evident," Andy said looking at Marc.

      

      "That must have been what killed father's cattle," Marc said thoughtfully. "It was a natural poisoning."

      

      Olivia gasped, and Marc looked at Andy and shook his hand firmly, "Our families can continue in peace, thanks to you."

      

      "What a wonderful wedding gift! It is as if our parents have given us their blessings," Olivia said happily.

      

      "A wonderful beginning of our new life," Marc said and kissed Olivia fiercely.

      

      
        
        The End?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eager to read how Olivia’s and Marc’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple!

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: http://www.cassidyhanton.com/tfvk directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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        But before you go, turn the page for an extra sweet treat from me…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A sweet treat from the Wild West…

          

        

      

    

    
      Turn on to the next page to read the first chapters of An Unconventional Bride for the Rancher, a sweet and clean Western historical romance with a happily-ever-after!
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            An Unconventional Bride for the Rancher

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the book

          

        

      

    

    
      But he who dares not grasp the thorn, should never crave the rose...

      

      Losing in one blow both her family and their ranch, Charlene Quinn is finally more determined to live life on her own terms. Her fate takes an unprecedented turn when a mysterious but handsome rancher arrives in town.

      

      Tyler Price moves to Bandera to escape his haunting past. When he discovers a wounded young Comanche in his ranch, he knows he can trust only one person—the stubborn, fierce and independent Charlene Quinn.

      

      With the attackers on the loose, Charlene and Tyler join forces to protect the innocent...until Tyler’s past suddenly creeps into their lives, threatening to destroy them all.

      

      When Charlene is attacked, a realization strikes him as a thunder. The outlaws who keep coming at nights are not only closer but also more familiar than he thinks…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Charlene!”

      Charlene Quinn glanced around and down from the short ladder she stood upon.

      “Hello, Jean. You look excited about something.”

      She continued her work, stacking neatly folded men’s shirts on the tall shelf behind the store’s counter. There hadn’t been a customer inside the general mercantile for an hour, but Charlene was seldom idle. If she had nothing to stack, she cleaned. If the store was clean, she worked the books. When customers entered the store, she waited on them, helped them find exactly what they needed, then took their money.

      Even now, as Jean Maple, her employer, stood inside the store gazing up at her, she didn’t pause in her work. “Have you heard the news?” Jean asked her. “The old Mill Ranch has been sold.”

      “No, I hadn’t heard,” Charlene replied. “I’m not surprised, though. It’s a very nice piece of property.”

      She heard Jean huff. “Nice, yes, but the exciting part is the new owner.”

      Charlene examined her handiwork, then nodded in satisfaction. Backing her way down the ladder, careful not to step on the hem of her skirt, she reached the wooden floor. Turning, she dusted her hands together, gazing at Jean, who stood watching her with an enigmatic smile.

      “So, what is so intriguing about this new owner?” Charlene asked.

      “Only that he is by far the best-looking man I have ever seen in my life,” Jean exclaimed, with an almost girlish giggle.

      “What am I?” called a voice from the office behind the curtain. “A piece of moldy bacon?”

      Jean waved her hands even though the speaker couldn’t see the dismissive gesture. “The best-looking man I have ever seen that I am not married to.”

      “Much better.”

      Charlene didn’t smile as she usually did at the exchange between Jean and her husband, Harold, who worked with the invoices and arranged for new orders to be shipped from the manufacturers in the store’s small office. She cared little for the gleam of anticipation in Jean’s eyes as the older woman still watched her closely.

      “I know that look, Jean,” she said, her tone a warning. “You’re about to tell me he’s single, aren’t you?”

      “How did you guess that?”

      Charlene shook her head, then went to the box on the counter to retrieve more shirts to add to the shelf above. “I am quite familiar with the look in your eyes when hatching your matchmaking plots.”

      Jean huffed again, indignant. “There are plenty of eligible men in this town, and you refuse to even look at them. If you are not going to think about catching a husband, then I will.”

      “Oh, so you’re going to marry a second husband?” Harold asked from the office. “What a novel idea. I thought it was men who were supposed to marry multiple wives.”

      “Harold Maple, mind your own affairs.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Charlene, come down that ladder this instant. I refuse to talk to your back.”

      Charlene sighed. While she didn’t exactly return down to the floor, she did turn halfway around to gaze down at Jean. “Thank you for worrying about my future, Jean, but I can’t be concerned with meeting new men or getting married. Mother needs me too much.”

      Jean set her hands on her ample hips, shaking her head. She pursed her lips in a moue of consternation. “I know your mother needs you. Just know there are others in this town, including myself and Harold.. ”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “… who will help in looking after her. You must think of your future, dear. You are such a beautiful girl and would make some lucky man a wonderful wife.”

      “Thank you for worrying about us, Jean,” Charlene said, climbing back up the ladder with her bundle of merchandise. “You and Harold have done so much for us already.”

      “Aha! At last, I get some credit around here.”

      “Harold Maple, for the last time, mind your own business and stop eavesdropping. It’s the height of bad manners.”

      “It’s hardly eavesdropping when your voices are so loud.”

      Now, Charlene did grin as she piled the neatly folded shirts on the shelf. She loved the two of them, Harold and Jean Maple, who owned the general store, and who gave her employment when she desperately needed it. In return for their generosity and the salary she received, Charlene worked long hours six days a week, to the point that Jean occasionally complained of not having enough to do.

      Still, Jean had her two young sons to contend with and often told Charlene how grateful she was for the extra time Charlene’s work provided her to spend with them. At ages ten and twelve, both Matt and Ben kept her busy as they grew older, expanding their horizons and making new friends with the other children around the small town of Bandera, Texas.

      Jean picked up the box of shirts and handed them up to Charlene, enabling her to work faster without climbing up and down the ladder. “The new fellow in town is Tyler Price,” Jean commented, giving her a pile of shirts.

      “That’s nice.”

      “I’m sure he will be dropping by the store. That Mill Ranch is a little run down, habitable, but could use some fixing up.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “Did I mention he is single?”

      “Yep.”

      “Give it up, Jean,” Harold called. “Our little girl isn’t interested.”

      Charlene glanced down to see Jean glowering up at her. “He is quite the catch, missy. And plans to expand the ranch and raise cattle. You could do far worse.”

      “Are there any more shirts in that box?” Charlene inquired politely.

      In disgust, Jean set the box down on the counter. “It’s time for lunch. Go on home and eat, tell your mother I said hello.”

      “I will.”

      Charlene climbed back down, offering Jean a small grin as she headed toward the door. “Back in an hour.”

      The little bell over the door chimed musically as she went out, gently closing the door behind her. Early summer had arrived in the beautiful hill country of south Texas, along with its rising heat and humidity that tended to last from early April all the way to October. Even though the bright sunlight blasted down on her bare head as Charlene walked down the wooden sidewalk toward home, the heat level hadn’t risen to the point where it was uncomfortable to be outside.

      The street bustled with the comings and goings of people getting to their destinations. Some walked, some rode on horseback and some drove in wagons or small buggies.  Some waved and called hello as they passed her, and Charlene returned their gestures. Several matrons admonished her for not wearing her sunbonnet outdoors. Charlene promised to put it on immediately.

      The small house she shared with her mother stood at the end of the street, a tidy white clapboard structure with blue trim and a tiny yard. They lived rent-free, a charity gift from Harold and Jean Maple, who owned the house.

      She opened the gate in the white picket fence and walked up the steps to the porch. Charlene stopped at the top, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath before she turned the knob on the door.  It was the same greeting as any other day.

      Her mother, Olivia Quinn, sat in her rocking chair near the hearth, staring into the cold ashes. She had wrapped a shawl around her thin frame, her face was gaunt as though starved, her gray and brown hair was hanging in thin wisps to her shoulders. Charlene made certain she ate well, but nothing seemed to put weight on her mother’s skinny body.

      Kissing Olivia’s cheek, Charlene asked, “Are you hungry, Mother? I’ll make us some beef and bacon sandwiches. Why are you wearing a shawl? Are you cold?”

      Olivia glanced up, a tiny smile creasing her face. “I like it around me, dear. How are things at the store?”

      Striding toward the small kitchen, Charlene spoke over her shoulder. “Jean is playing matchmaker again.”

      “With whom?”

      She heard the chair creak as Olivia rose stiffly from it and shambled in Charlene’s wake. Her mother was not old by the years she had lived, yet she had become an aged woman under the weight of terrible, heart-wrenching grief. She hardly left the house, refused to attend church services, and performed only a few basic household chores. Charlene hadn’t the heart to demand more from her mother.

      “Some gentleman who bought the Mill place,” Charlene replied, retrieving plates from the cupboard, “and according to Jean, he is Adonis himself.”

      Shuffling to the table, Olivia sat down with a sigh. “You should think about getting married, dear.”

      “Don’t you start, Mother,” Charlene said, cutting slices from the leftover beef roast and from a loaf of bread. “Jean is like a dog fussing over a bone, she won’t stop.”

      “She just wants what is best for you. The Maples have been very kind to us.”

      Making the sandwiches, Charlene felt her own grief rise, close to her throat and wondered what might have been if their loved ones hadn’t died. “Then, there won’t be anyone to look after you.”

      “I will be all right, dear.”

      No, you won’t. You wouldn’t eat if I wasn’t here to supervise. Charlene would never speak that thought aloud to her mother and squashed her grief. “I guess I’m just not ready to be married.”

      Charlene set the plates on the table then filled two glasses of cold water from the hand pump at the sink. She handed one to Olivia, then sat down to her own lunch. Olivia nibbled at her meal, tears filling her brown eyes. “I am such a burden,” she whispered.

      “Never say that, Mother,” Charlene insisted, her fears for Olivia growing. “I like taking care of you.”

      “But you work so hard,” Olivia set her sandwich down and stared at it. “Nearly every day at the store, then you come home and look after the house, the laundry, the cooking. I should help more, but I have no energy for anything.”

      “It’s all right,” Charlene replied, gesturing toward her uneaten lunch. “Now, eat. Please.”

      Olivia nodded and picked it up to take a small bite. “What else did Jean say about the new member of our community?”

      “Not much. Just that he plans to run cattle, and she thought he might stop by the store.”

      Olivia nodded. “It is the only general store in the area. The next closest one is in San Antonio.”

      “Then I’m sure I’ll be meeting him soon enough,” Charlene said and took another bite of her sandwich. “If Mr. Price is searching for a wife, I bet some other girl in town will catch his interest.”

      Olivia smiled. “There are none as pretty as you.”

      Charlene waved her hand. “There’s more to a relationship than looks, Mother. One must be interested to qualify, and I, for one, do not have that qualification.”

      “Tsk, dear. I really must do something about that attitude of yours.”

      “I’m an adult,” Charlene replied crisply, finishing her lunch. “I can have an attitude if I want.”

      Picking up her empty plate, she set it in the sink, then drank her water and set the glass beside it. Turning, she found her mother had eaten most of her sandwich and nodded with satisfaction. “Jean mentioned sending an apple pie home with me,” she said. “We can have some for dessert tonight, how does that sound?’

      “Very good. Now you run along, and I will clean up.”

      “Thank you, Mother.”

      Charlene kissed Olivia’s cheek again, and strode out of the kitchen toward the door, knowing she may come home later to clean dishes or may find them just where she left them. It all depended upon how Olivia felt at any given moment. Though Charlene admitted to herself, her mother usually did do what she said she would do.

      Remembering to grab her sunbonnet before walking out the door, she donned it and tied the ribbon under her chin. Though she hadn’t used up the full hour the Maples gave her for her lunch, she strode quickly back to the store, ticking off in her mind the tasks she needed to accomplish that afternoon. Toying absently with her thick braid of red hair, Charlene glanced up to see an unusual sight in front of the Apple Tree, the Maples’ general store.

      A buckboard wagon, drawn by two mouse-colored mules, stood outside it in the street, a gaggle of women crowded around it. Charlene slowed her pace to watch. “Now what could they be staring at?” she wondered aloud.

      “It’s the new feller.”

      Charlene half turned to find Sheriff Victor Barker riding his dun gelding up beside her. A tall man with thick, iron-gray hair and a mustache that drooped to his chin, he tipped his hat to her. Then his sharp blue eyes flicked to the crowd. Turning his head, he spat a wad of tobacco on the far side of his horse. “Them gals seem to think he be a good lookin’ feller. Me, I wouldn’t know.”

      Charlene scoffed. “Handsome is as handsome does.”

      “That do be true, Miss Quinn. How’s your Ma doin’?”

      “Well enough, I suppose. She eats, but doesn’t gain an ounce of weight, still has no energy.”

      “Grief be an evil creature, young lady, and don’t you forget it. You both have been through a lot.”

      “You are very kind, Sheriff. We both appreciate what you, the Maples and other folks in town have done for us.”

      “Just being neighborly.”

      He tipped his hat again, then nudged his horse down the street at a quiet amble. Charlene walked on, bemused by the crowd waiting outside the Apple Tree. Striding amid them, smiling a little, saying politely, “Excuse me,” from time to time, she made her way through the dozen or so women to the door. They, for the most part, were of her own age at twenty-two, some older, some younger, and not all of them were single.

      Ducking her head, she opened the door on the bell’s little jingle, and quickly closed the door behind her. “Jean, did you see –”

      Looking up, Charlene stopped dead in her tracks.

      Talking to Jean and Harold he turned at the sound of her voice. His looks were beyond striking. Tall with the grace of a hunting cougar, she swallowed hard. Eyes the color of dark storm clouds pierced through her, sleek black hair hung to his shoulders from under a wide-brimmed hat. Broad shoulders beneath his brown coat appeared impossibly strong, his cheekbones high, his nose like a hawk’s.

      Taking a step forward, Charlene almost fell down in a swoon.
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      Tyler immediately swept his hat from his head. Offering the young lady a short bow, he said, “Good afternoon, miss.”

      His heart raced. Never before had he seen a girl of such raw beauty, a creature that appeared so delicate, and yet unearthly strong. Large hazel eyes in a heart-shaped face stared into his for a long moment. Her red hair hung in a thick braid over her shoulder to her hip, and he swore her waist was so tiny he could fit both his hands around it.

      The girl returned a quick, polite curtsey, then walked toward them. “Um, there’s a –” she began, half turning to point toward the door. Mrs. Maple hustled from behind the counter, beaming, and settled her arm around the girl’s shoulders before she could finish her sentence. “Charlene, I want you to meet someone.”

      Guiding the girl toward him, she went on, “This is Mr. Tyler Price, he is new in town. Mr. Price, this is Miss Charlene Quinn, who works for us.”

      Tyler gently squeezed the small hand held out to him in formal greeting, his lips quirked upward. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Quinn.”

      “Likewise, Mr. Price.”

      “Mr. Price recently moved to Bandera,” Mrs. Maple continued brightly, “isn’t that so?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Tyler replied, unable to take his eyes off the girl, despite how rude it was. “I purchased an old ranch by the Medina River.”

      Miss Quinn nodded. “The Mill Ranch. Yes, it is a very nice piece of land. Now if you will excuse me, I really should be working. Good day, Mr. Price.”

      She offered a brief nod and no smile.  He watched her vanish behind the curtain and into the back room, and could not help but admire her grace of movement, the gentle sway of her hips under her skirt. That is one fine looking lady. He turned back to Mr. and Mrs. Maple, and found both eyeing him, Mr. Maple with amusement, Mrs. Maple with calculation.

      “Ah,” he said, clearing his throat. “Where were we?”

      “You were in the midst of placing your order for supplies,” Mr. Maple said, grinning faintly. “So far I have coffee, beans, salt, sugar, flour. What else?”

      “Uh.”

      Tyler forced himself to redirect his thoughts back to the matter at hand and not on Miss Quinn’s petite backside. “Yes, do you have nails?”

      “Yes, sir. Come in ten-pound sacks.”

      “One of those and a hammer. The shingles are loose on the ranch house’s roof.”

      Continuing down his mental list of everything he needed, Tyler finally felt satisfied that he had everything. Feeling a bit uncomfortable under Mrs. Maple’s scrutiny, he paid for his goods, then took what was immediately available out to his buckboard. Fetching a deep sigh, he noted the women of the town still lingered around the front of the store.

      He tried a smile. “Ladies.”

      Several giggled, covering their lips with their hands as he stowed his belongings in the wagon. “Mr. Price?”

      He turned, finding a young lady in a pink sunbonnet near his elbow, staring up at him as though she gazed at the Lord himself. She stuck out her hand for his shake. “I’m Marsha Taylor. It’s good to meet you.”

      He tipped his hat. “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Taylor.”

      Though she was pretty, as were most of these women who hoped to attract his attention, he noted not one could hold a candle to Miss Quinn. While she did not appear exactly cold toward him, nor did she appear welcoming, either, he recognized the stunned look in her eyes when she first set them on him.

      Tyler knew his looks generated a great deal of comment and admiration from women. Having long since grown a thick skin when it came to that aspect of himself, he did his best to ignore it. He considered it just a part of him, like having two hands and two feet, and only when he was younger did his own handsomeness and women throwing themselves at him go to his head.

      However, at times like these when having women crowd around him, staring, did he start to become annoyed. He and Mr. Maple were forced to carry his sacks of goods through a pack of females who did not seem inclined to give way. Finally, Mr. Maple had had enough, to Tyler’s amusement.

      “Ladies,” the shopkeeper said, his voice carrying, “now unless you are planning to go inside and buy a trinket or a bolt of cloth from my wife, you are loitering in front of my store. Please move along.”

      With disappointed mutters, the small crowd dispersed, smiling at him over their shoulders. They wandered back down the street, talking and laughing among themselves. Tyler shook his head. “Sorry about that.”

      “Did you invite them?”

      Tyler gazed at the heavyset Mr. Maple with brown hair and silver at his temples and grinned. “No, sir.”

      “Then it’s not your fault. Come on, let’s get the rest of your supplies loaded.”

      Under Mrs. Maple’s watchful eye, her chestnut hair also lined with tendrils of gray, Tyler carried sacks of his goods over his shoulder to toss into the buckboard. Wishing the delightful Miss Quinn would show herself again, Tyler was not so lucky in that regard. The Maples had informed him she had worked for them for the last year and a half, and they loved her as they would their own daughter.

      “There you are, Mr. Price,” Mr. Maple said as they threw the last sack onto the pile.

      “Tyler, please.”

      The other man grinned as they shook hands. “Harold.”

      “A right pleasure, Harold. Give my regards to your missus.”

      “I will. And to Miss Quinn.”

      Tyler climbed into the seat of the buckboard, picked up his reins, and released the hand brake. He eyed Harold sidelong. “Beautiful girl,” he said, his tone neutral.

      “Might make a man a good wife,” Harold said, the grin still on his face, his hands in his pockets, “should a man be so inclined.”

      “Good to know.”

      Tyler touched his fingers to his hat brim in a quick salute. “Harold.”

      Whistling through his teeth at the mules, he slapped their rumps with the reins. They started off down the dirt-packed main street at a quick trot, carrying him past the bank, the assayer’s office, the hotel – a huge white sprawling building. Yet, before he reached the end of town, heading toward his new home, a man on a rangy dun gelding blocked his path.

      “Whoa,” Tyler called to the mules, reining them in. He recognized the star badge on the man’s leather vest. “Can I help you?”

      The sheriff reined the horse around beside his seat, sticking out his hand. “Victor Barker, Mr. Price,” he said as Tyler accepted his hand to shake. “Thought to stop and introduce myself. Care for a beer before you head on back to your place?”

      “Only if you’re buying.”

      “I am.”

      Turning the mule team around in the middle of the street, Tyler followed Sheriff Barker back down the street to the saloon. Reining them in, he jumped down from the buckboard’s high seat and tied the lead mule’s bridle to the post. Following Barker into the dim and cool saloon, he breathed in the odors of sawdust and beer, listening to the piano player pound out a song he didn’t recognize.

      “Beer, please,” Barker called out as they crossed the dingy wood flooring.

      Leading him to a table, Barker sat down and placed his hat on the stained wood planks. Tyler did the same as the barmaid brought them two foaming beers in tall mugs. The sheriff dropped a few coins into her hand and watched her return to the bar. After taking a long draught of his beer, Barker said, “It be a right hot day, Mr. Price.”

      “Tyler. And yes it is. I hear it isn’t even as hot as it will get in these parts.”

      “Call me Vic,” Barker went on, nodding his silver head. “Yes, sir, you came to one of the hottest regions in Texas.”

      “Good thing I like the heat,” Tyler said, drinking his beer with gulps. “Bandera seems like a nice town. Good ranching community.”

      “That it is.” Victor gave him a long look from rather piercing blue eyes. “Where do you hail from, Tyler?”

      “Colorado, mostly. Spent a few years in west Texas, El Paso, then decided to move here. The ranch I bought came dirt cheap, as you may have heard.”

      “So, you’re looking to settle down? Raise a family?”

      Tyler sat back in his chair with a grin. “Are you headed somewhere with this, Vic?”

      “Lots of nice girls in Bandera, Tyler,” Victor replied, his tone bland, and sipped his beer.

      “Why do I get the idea you’re pointing me toward one or two in particular?”

      Victor shrugged, nonchalant. “I ain’t. But I can give you the skinny on a few of our single misses should you be so, well, let’s say, interested.”

      “All right.” Tyler leaned his arms on the table. “Let’s us pretend that I am indeed searching for a wife, hypothetical like. So. Tell me about Charlene Quinn.”

      Victor nodded and drank his beer. “Very good choice to start with. Lovely girl, comes from a good family. But a terrible shame.”

      “What terrible shame?”

      “About a year and a half ago, I believe it was,” Victor replied, lowering his voice slightly, his eyes on Tyler’s, “the Quinn family ranch house caught fire. Of Mr. and Mrs. Quinn and their three children, only Mrs. and Miss Quinn survived.”

      “Oh, Lord.”

      “Yep.” Victor nodded. “Dan Quinn and their two boys, Dan Junior and Russell, all died. Mrs. Quinn sits in the house at the end of town, moping, while Charlene works her fingers to the bone to support her.”

      “What happened to their ranch, their land?”

      “Bank took it. Now all the Quinn women have is each other.”

      Tyler stared at the wooden wall of the saloon, trying to imagine losing half his family, and it brought back the tearing sense of loss when he thought of Mary. “That is so sad.”

      “Yep. Sure is.”

      “I met Miss Quinn,” Tyler went on, not looking at Victor out of fear his penetrating gaze might decipher what lay in Tyler’s head. “She seems like a strong lady.”

      “That she is,” Victor agreed, setting his empty mug on the table. “Little gal like that, losing her dad and her brothers, making sure her mother don’t want for nothing. The Maples, them that run the general store, they own that house the Quinn's live in, won’t take a dime for rent.”

      “That is good of them. They seem like good, kind people.”

      “That they are, Tyler, that they are.”

      Tyler eyed him over the rim of his mug. “So, if I were interested, hypothetically, in finding a missus, who else can you tell me about?”

      Victor pulled his pocket watch from his vest and squinted myopically down at it. “Look at the time, Tyler. We done chatted all my time away. You set right there and finish your beer and have a safe trip back to your place.”

      Rising, Victor settled his hat on his head and then patted him on the shoulder as he walked from their table. He strode from the saloon, leaving Tyler to chuckle into his beer. “Now that was a pointed discussion, you old geezer,” he muttered.

      Finishing, Tyler stood up and put his hat back on, then headed out into the blinding sunlight after the dim interior of the saloon. Squinting, he untied his mule from the post, then climbed up into the buckboard’s seat. Taking a moment to look toward the Apple Tree store, he caught a rapid glimpse of Miss Quinn helping to load packages into a buggy, and an old woman with a stooped back directing her.

      After the goods were loaded, Miss Quinn helped the old woman into the seat, then waved as the buggy, pulled by a gray horse, rolled down the street. Tyler thought he saw her glance toward him, hesitate for a moment, then vanish back inside the store.

      Tyler bowed in her direction. “Miss Quinn,” he murmured.
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        * * *

      

      He could not get the image of Charlene Quinn’s face out of his mind. Tyler had met her once, and she was nothing to him. Still, that heart-shaped face, those huge hazel eyes haunted his every waking step. Nor, did he think, his thoughts of her stemmed from two different men dropping very obvious hints about Miss Quinn as a possible wife.

      “I’m not interested in getting married,” he said, hammering nails into the shingles on the roof of what was now his home. “I just moved here for heaven’s sake. This house isn’t fit for a bride yet.”

      Despite his insistence that he didn’t want or need a wife at the moment, or any desire to put on his courting plumage, Charlene still haunted him. Taking a moment, kneeling on the roof, he gazed out over the Medina River which flowed nearby. He had bought this five-hundred-acre property with the intention of someday marrying and starting a family, hoping to build it into a successful cattle ranch in this beautiful land.

      “Do I want to get to know her now?”

      Part of him did indeed want to see her again. After all, he merely had to close his eyes to see her again. Yet, this house’s roof leaked, the floors needed work, and he had only bits and pieces of furniture to fill it with. At the moment, his bed was a straw pallet.

      Turning his head, he looked over the big barn, the sheds, and the corral which currently held only two horses and two mules. The ranch came with about a hundred head of cattle that had been roaming free and wild over the property since its prior owners had passed on. They needed branding, the young carted off to market, fences fixed and strengthened. The barn needed repairs, a garden planted, and a smokehouse built.

      “All this and no one to share it with.”

      Tyler, startled by what had just emerged from his own mouth, shook his head. “I don’t need a woman.”

      A memory of Mary drifted into his mind – sweet, loving, beautiful Mary. He had been prepared to marry, settle down with Mary as his wife, raise little Tylers and Marys. But it was not to be. He had left his old life far behind and came here in the hopes of starting his life over. Tyler had a ranch now, money in the bank, and a past he wanted to forget.

      Tyler chuckled to himself as he tossed the hammer up and down in his hand. “I don’t think she much liked me anyway. She sure didn’t act like the rest of the girls in town.”

      And he was smart enough to know that was part of what drew him to Charlene. After that first shock of seeing him, she behaved as though he was just another customer, offering him politeness and no more. While the others fawned over him, she didn’t even come out of the back room. “I like her,” Tyler admitted to himself. “She’s different.”

      Dropping the hammer, he ran his hands through his oily hair, slicked with sweat from the merciless heat and humidity. He worked shirtless, sweat trickling in streams down his chest and back. Reaching for a pitcher of water, he drank some of the lukewarm liquid, then poured the rest over his face and head. It failed to cool him by much.

      Knowing how easily the humidity can kill a man, he worked for only a few more hours, then picked up his hammer, pitcher and shirt and climbed down the ladder to the ground. He stood in the shade of the house for a moment, relishing the cooler air on his wet flesh, then dropped everything on the front porch, but he picked up his rifle.

      Heading to the river for a quick dunking and wash, Tyler kept a sharp watch for rattlesnakes, water moccasins and copperheads, all venomous snakes that lived in this area of Texas. Though he was only a few miles from Bandera, he was a long way from help if he got himself snake bit. Whistling under his breath, he strode amid a grove of young mesquite trees, their sharp thorns reaching for him.

      The Medina River flowed smoothly past him, just a few feet under the top of its banks. Though he had not witnessed it for himself, he had been told of the heavy rains earlier in the spring that made the river rise to the point it almost flooded the area. Knowing of a small pool where frogs and turtles liked to linger, as well as the serpents that dined on them, Tyler headed that way, thinking of bathing there.

      He stopped dead.

      A young Indian boy, perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old, stared at him, half in and half out of the pool. His dark eyes held fear, yet he did not move as Tyler slowly approached, holding his rifle at the ready. The boy watched him warily, yet he did not reach for the long knife at his waist. Glancing around for the boy’s people, Tyler found no one except him.

      Like Tyler, his torso was bare save an armband of leather and beadwork, and a long necklace of beads that hung down his chest. His fringed leggings lay in the water, and Tyler observed the unnatural angle of his right one. His leg was broken.

      Setting his rifle aside, Tyler held out both hands to the boy, showing his palms and his nonviolent intent. “I’m not gonna hurt you, son,” he said, his voice low. “Can you understand me?”

      The boy merely stared at him. No doubt, he recognized Tyler’s unarmed body language but did not speak English. Nor did Tyler speak Comanche. Lowering his body to a squatting position, Tyler edged closer and pointed at the boy’s right leg. “Broken?”

      He made a snapping gesture with his hands. The boy nodded. Tyler edged closer, keeping his hands open, then mimed pulling the boy from the water. The kid nodded again. “All right,” he said, stepping to the Indian’s shoulders and put his hands under them. “I’m just gonna pull you from the water.”

      The kid wasn’t very big and weighed perhaps a hundred and twenty pounds. Tyler easily dragged him from the pool and rested his back against a big rock. “I don’t know how you got separated from your people,” he said, pointing at the boy’s leg for permission to examine it, received it, “but I bet they are worried about you.”

      Pulling his knife from his belt, Tyler cut the deerskin legging from the boy, hearing him hiss with pain. What he saw stopped him cold. He rubbed his face in consternation, gazing at the white bone that stuck up through the Indian’s torn flesh.

      “That’s not something I can fix, kid,” he said, glancing at the boy’s face. “I have to get you to a doctor.”

      Cutting the rest of the legging off, Tyler then sliced it into strips. Hunting around the edge of the river, he found two stout mesquite branches that were fairly straight and about the same length. Indicating with his hands, the boy was to hold the splints in place, Tyler then tied the wood to his leg with the leather.

      “Now that should keep the bone from hurting you too badly while I get you to town.”

      As the kid now gazed at him with some semblance of trust, Tyler bent down and picked the kid up in his arms. He paused at his rifle and jerked his chin at it. The Indian picked up the gun and carried it as Tyler strode quickly to the house, trying to avoid scraping the boy on the mesquite thorns. He set the kid down on the porch, took his rifle, and ran into the house for a shirt and blankets.

      Returning, now decently covered, he trotted to the corral and haltered the mules. Leading them to the buckboard, he harnessed them, then drove the wagon toward the barn. Old bales of straw, sitting there for countless years, made for a fairly decent cushion against the bumps on the road. He threw the blankets over the straw, then picked the Indian up and placed him gently in the buckboard.

      Climbing into the high seat, he turned long enough to send the boy a reassuring wink. “They’ll get you fixed up in no time.”

      The boy actually smiled as though having understood him. Tyler whistled at the mules, sending them into a trot down his lane and onto the road that led toward town. Keeping an eye on the kid, he knew that despite the straw bed, the jolts and rocking of the buckboard hurt the Indian terribly. But there was no other option.

      Tyler had to get him to town and a doctor.

      Early evening had fallen by the time he reached Bandera, piano music and raucous laughter emerging from the saloon. Not knowing where the doctor’s office was or where he lived, Tyler guided the mules toward the saloon to perhaps ask for directions. Until he saw Miss Quinn walking across the packed dirt street. “Miss Quinn!”

      She glanced up, instantly recognizing him. “Mr. Price,” she replied as he reined in the mules to a stop beside her. “What might I do for you?”

      “Where’s the doctor?”

      She frowned, her heart-shaped face and huge hazel eyes inside her bonnet puckering in an endearing fashion as her lips turned downward. “Are you ill, sir? Injured?”

      “Not me,” he replied, impatient. “Him.”

      Tyler jerked his head over his shoulder at the buckboard. Miss Quinn strode to the wagon and peered inside. Then gasped. Instantly, she hiked her skirts and climbed up to the seat beside him. “My house,” she snapped, pointing. “That way.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Tyler slapped the reins on the mules’ rumps to get them going again, urging them into a brisk trot.

      “We’ll get him into my house,” Miss Quinn explained, turning to gaze at the boy in the buckboard. “Then, I’ll fetch the doctor without telling him who his patient is.”

      Tyler glanced at her. “Why the deceit?”

      “He will refuse to treat him in his own office,” she said, “but in my home, he might be persuaded to do so.”

      “His leg is shattered,” Tyler said.

      Miss Quinn nodded. “I saw it. Poor boy. Where did you find him?”

      “On my property, by the river.”

      “His people must be looking for him.”

      “I’m sure they are.”

      As Miss Quinn directed him to her home just on the edge of town, Tyler had to admire her pluck and her ability to take charge, as  well as her compassion for an injured human, even if that human was a Comanche. He liked her more as she bossed and bullied him into carrying the boy carefully into her home, making sure he didn’t accidentally bump the boy’s leg into the wall.

      An emaciated woman, whom Tyler assumed was Mrs. Quinn, stood up from her rocker as Tyler carried the injured boy inside her house. She gazed on in astonishment, her mouth open, as Miss Quinn followed, pointing down the short hall.

      “The room on the right,” Miss Quinn ordered. “He can use my bed.”

      As Tyler obeyed the direct command, he heard Mrs. Quinn ask, “What is going on?”

      “An injured boy, Mother,” Miss Quinn answered. “I hope you are willing to help him.”

      “But he’s a Comanche.”

      “I don’t care if he’s a man from the moon,” Miss Quinn snapped. “He needs our help.”

      Tyler set the boy on the narrow bed he now knew was in Miss Quinn’s room. It was neatly made and covered in a quilt, with soft pillows for the kid’s head. She stood in the doorway, looking on, then nodded. “I’ll go get the doctor,” she said, gazing up at Tyler. “Will you stay with him?”

      “Sure.”

      Miss Quinn gave him a quick smile, then vanished down the short hall, yet he heard her crisp orders to her mother. “Boil water, and fix him some tea, Mother. I’ll be back with the doctor.”

      Tyler heard the door slam on her mother’s protest, “But, Charlene –”

      Taking a small chair, Tyler sat down in it, finding the Comanche’s dark eyes on his face. He tried to make gestures with his hands and arms for the kid to not worry, uncertain if he got his message across. Yet, the boy nodded and closed his eyes. Knowing it was a bit too warm to cover the boy with a quilt, Tyler simply rose to pour water from a pitcher into a cup and held it to the kid’s lips.

      He drank thirstily. Tyler set the cup aside and found Mrs. Quinn in the doorway, hesitant, fearful, her gaunt face with her too big brown eyes trying to smile. She held out a steaming mug toward Tyler.

      “I made him some dandelion root tea,” she said, her voice soft. “It may help.”

      Tyler accepted it. “Thank you, Mrs. Quinn. By the way, I am Tyler Price. I fear I don’t know his name, however.”

      Mrs. Quinn bobbed her head. “Mr. Price. You are a kind man to bring him here.”

      Tyler grinned. “Well, ma’am, it was your daughter who insisted. She was rather forceful.”

      “That is my Charlene,” Mrs. Quinn gazed at the young Comanche. “She always insists on doing what is right, no matter the cost.”

      Tyler handed the mug to the Indian, indicating he was to drink it. The boy obeyed, sipping the hot liquid until the mug was empty. He slumped back on the pillow, handing the cup back, then closed his eyes. Tyler suspected he hadn’t fallen asleep, though he gave a good imitation of it.

      Within a short time, Tyler heard the front door slam, and Miss Quinn’s voice rise. “Mother? Mr. Price?”

      Mrs. Quinn scurried down the hall as though caught doing something terrible while Tyler followed. Miss Quinn strode quickly toward them, a short, bespectacled man in a derby hat following behind her. “This way, Dr. McFadden,” Miss Quinn said firmly. “I hope you brought laudanum for the patient.”

      “Of course, I did, Miss Quinn,” the doctor replied, with a bit of asperity in his tone. “I always carry it.”

      Entering her bedroom, Tyler having backed up against the hallway wall to permit them to pass him, Miss Quinn gestured toward the Indian boy lying on her bed. “Your patient.”

      Dr. McFadden entered the room, and stopped, gawping, gasping, as the boy gazed at him with calm dark eyes. “What is the meaning of this?” McFadden spluttered, indignant, outraged. “I will not treat these – Indians.”
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      Dr. McFadden turned to leave the room. Mr. Price, as though anticipating this, deliberately blocked his exit, gazing down at him from his taller height. “I will pay double your normal rate, sir,” he said, his tone amiable.

      “I don’t care about the money,” the little man snapped. “It’s the principle. These people are our enemies.”

      “What has this boy ever done to you?” Charlene retorted. “He has harmed no one that you know.”

      “But the Comanche have raided farms and ranches for years.”

      “Not in the last several,” she replied, her arms across her chest, imperious. “We have peace now, Dr. McFadden. That boy is suffering and needs your help. You will be paid for your services here.”

      “But –”

      Charlene stepped toward him, lowering her voice. “You will treat this boy, McFadden, or I will inform your wife of the harlots you dally with every Saturday night.”

      The little doctor’s face paled. His jaw dropped. His eyes widened behind his spectacles. “Double the rates you say?”

      “Yes, sir,” Tyler replied and chuckled. “I will pay it.”

      McFadden straightened his clothes, reasserting his dignity, adjusting his spectacles. He removed his derby and placed it on a nearby table. “Very well then. I will need linen for bandages and hot water, please.”

      Dr. McFadden opened his black bag as Olivia went to the other room to fetch the hot water from the stove. Charlene picked out old linen from the cupboard, sitting in a chair to cut it into strips, watching the little man pour a dollop of laudanum into a cup. He glanced at her.

      “This might go down better with a little alcohol.”

      Charlene nodded. “I have wine in the kitchen. Mr. Price, would you mind fetching it? It’s in the cabinet above the stove.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Focusing on cutting the cloth and keeping a sharp eye on McFadden, Charlene tried to ignore Mr. Price’s striking good looks, and the power of his masculine personality as he left the room. She told herself that it wasn’t just his attractiveness that drew her toward him. There was simply a magnetism about him, something that pulled one’s attention to him, and once there, one could not look away.

      Dr. McFadden examined the boy’s leg, untying the splint that kept the limb steady. He carefully set aside the mesquite branches and tossed the leather wrappings aside. He muttered under his breath, peering closely, but Charlene could not understand what it was he said. Mr. Price returned with the bottle of red wine that Charlene liked to sip sometimes in her evenings, at the same time, her mother returned with the hot water.

      The doctor poured wine into the cup with the laudanum, added a small amount of hot water, then encouraged the boy to drink it. The Comanche made a moue of disgust, his nose wrinkled, at the first taste. Charlene observed Mr. Price gesture to him that he should drink it, smiling, and found to her astonishment the Indian obeyed him.

      “You are very good with him, Mr. Price,” she said, rolling her strips of linen to make it easier for Dr. McFadden to bind his leg.

      Mr. Price poured water into the cup, handing it to the kid to wash the foul taste from his mouth. “I’ve had a little experience in communicating with people who can’t hear or speak,” he explained, setting the now empty cup aside.

      “Now we wait for him to get drowsy,” Dr. McFadden said, pulling out his pocket watch for a quick peek. He eyed Charlene sidelong with no little resentment, but she felt no guilt at all for blackmailing him into doing what is right. Though she did feel a great deal of gratitude for Mr. Price offering to pay the doctor’s fee, for  she could not.

      Her mother fetched a chair from the kitchen to plant in the doorway, and sat down in it, wrapping her shawl closely about her shoulders despite the warmth in the room. “Is there anything more I can do?” she asked, her voice small.

      “He will need looking after,” Dr. McFadden replied, peeling back one of the Indian’s closed eyelids. “He must stay here for a time.”

      He peered at Olivia over the rim of his spectacles. “Are you up for it, Mrs. Quinn?”

      Olivia licked her lips nervously, glancing between Charlene and the doctor. “Yes,” she said, “yes, I think so.”

      “I will show you how to dose him with laudanum for his pain,” Dr. McFadden continued, standing and striding to the end of the bed to pick up the boy’s ankle. “Mr. Price? Is that your name? I need your assistance please to set the bone. Take a firm grip on his knee, please.”

      Charlene, and even Olivia, stood up to step closer to the action, watching avidly as the doctor prepared to set the Indian’s broken leg. “Miss Quinn,” McFadden ordered, “please go to the other side of the bed and hold him down. He may still feel the pain and thrash about.”

      Charlene obediently hurried around the doctor’s back to the far side of the bed and pushed down on the Comanche’s shoulders. Dr. McFadden gazed around at his two assistants. “Ready?”

      The boy cried out in pain as the doctor set his broken leg, trying to rise though his eyes remained closed. Charlene kept him pinned easily, despite how strong he was. Within minutes it was over, the Indian relaxing into sleep while the doctor cleaned the wound in his flesh with iodine. Mr. Price then held the mesquite branches steady while Dr. McFadden bound the leg expertly, the bone straight and even beneath his copper skin once more.

      Closing his bag and picking up his hat, McFadden stood up. “Mrs. Quinn, give him a spoonful of this laudanum morning and night for his pain.”

      He handed her a brown bottle, lowering his face to peer over his spectacles at her. “Slowly decrease the dosage over the next few days. Feed and water him well, and he should recover in a few weeks.”

      Her eyes large, Olivia hastily moved the chair out of his path, allowing the doctor to stiffly move out of the room. “I will, thank you, Doctor.”

      Charlene thought it prudent to offer her own thanks. “I greatly appreciate this, Dr. McFadden,” she said, following him and her mother down the short hallway.

      McFadden half turned to send her another resentful glance, then replaced his derby atop his head. He did not reply and made his way out the door. Mr. Price left in his wake. Standing near the window with the dusk settling over the land, Charlene watched as Mr. Price pulled bills from his pocket and gave much of it to the doctor.

      Dr. McFadden nodded curtly to him, accepted the money, then strode quickly down the porch steps as though wanting away from the house as fast as possible. Mr. Price came back in, eyeing Charlene and Olivia almost apologetically. He gave Charlene a rueful grin.

      “You sure know how to twist our good doctor into a knot, ma’am.”

      Charlene waved her hand, dismissively. “He shouldn’t be dallying with loose women, either, Mr. Price.”

      “Charlene!” Olivia gasped, clutching her shawl over her narrow shoulders. “How do you know such things?”

      “Never you mind, Mother,” Charlene replied. “Let’s just say I do and leave it at that.”

      Plucking Olivia’s hand from her shawl, Charlene held it. “Thank you for being willing to help this boy.”

      Olivia shunted her face away and gazed down, a small smile on her lips. “Yes, well, someone needs to care for him, and you work so hard already, dear.”

      Charlene glanced at Mr. Price when he cleared his throat. “I want you to have this, Miss Quinn.”

      He held out money to her, his dark gray eyes earnest. Charlene shook her head. “We – I, cannot accept that, Mr. Price,” she said, her tone stiff, feeling a mixture of anger and shame that he should regard them as needy. “Thank you.”

      “It’s not charity if that’s what you’re worried about,” Mr. Price replied, still holding it out. “I brought the Indian here, he’s my responsibility, and I want to help pay for his keep. That’s all.”

      Still, Charlene hesitated. Having the boy under their roof, eating their food, would indeed add to her burdens when she had so many already. The cash would buy the extra food he would be eating when Charlene and Olivia had so little to share.

      Tentative, she reached out to accept the money. She held it up to him before pocketing it. “This will be for him, then, Mr. Price, not my mother or I.”

      “I ask nothing else, ma’am.”

      His wide-brimmed hat in his hands, Mr. Price continued to stand in their living room, gazing down at her as though he wished to say something else. Charlene felt something pass between them, an acknowledgment of a shared experience perhaps, or the beginning of a friendship. The moment vanished, and Mr. Price offered Charlene and Olivia a grave nod.

      “Thank you for your kindness in caring for the boy,” he said at last.

      “I do appreciate your kindness and willingness to help him.”

      “May I return to, uh, visit him, ma’am?”

      This time Olivia spoke up. “Of course, you can, young man,” her voice holding a confidence Charlene had not heard in a long time. “Drop by anytime.”

      Mr. Price’s lips turned upward, and Charlene suspected his grin wasn’t just because he had received permission to visit. “I’ll be heading back home now.”

      He settled his hat on his head and turned toward the open door. “Ladies.”

      “Good night, Mr. Price.”
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        * * *

      

      Though she hadn’t informed anyone about the injured Comanche in her bedroom, Charlene discovered half the town knew about it anyway. Leaving her mother to bring the Indian food, water, hot tea and dose him with laudanum, she went to the Apple Tree to work as usual. Walking in the door, she found Jean standing in the middle of the store, her fists on her hips.

      “Just what are you about, young lady?” she demanded.

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You know what I’m talking about.” Jean trailed after her as Charlene removed her bonnet and hung it up on a hook in the back room. Harold gave her a sympathetic look and returned to reading his paper. “You took in an injured Comanche.”

      “Town tongues are busy, I see,” Charlene replied, tying her apron around her waist.

      “I heard about it from three different people in less than an hour,” Jean went on, watching Charlene take a cloth to begin dusting the shelves. “What were you thinking?”

      “Why does Christian charity in aiding someone else require thought?” Charlene continued to dust, her back to her employer.

      She heard Jean sigh. “How will your mother handle the care he needs?”

      Charlene paused to turn and grinned. “You won’t believe it. She was up before me this morning, cooking breakfast and spoon feeding him. He had such an expression of astonishment on his face.”

      Jean huffed, her countenance turning thoughtful. “This might be good for Olivia,” she said slowly. “Give her new purpose.”

      “I hope so.” Charlene returned to her dusting. “Oh, by the way.” She pulled the money Mr. Price had given her from her dress pocket. “I will need to buy extra food from you. For the Indian.”

      Jean eyed it as though she held a snake in her hand. “Where did you get that?”

      “Mr. Price. He insisted on paying the boy’s way.”

      Accepting the money, Jean counted it. “There’s enough here to feed him for a month. I will collect together what you need and have Harold take it to your house.”

      “Thank you for adding to my already busy schedule,” Harold called from the back room.

      Jean shook her head as Charlene grinned. “This store is far too small,” she complained. “Now our suppliers are sending wagon loads, and Harold will be occupied unloading them into the back room …–”

      “My back aches already.”

      “…and I will be ordering more in the office. Which leaves you to wait on the customers, Charlene.”

      “Happy to,” Charlene answered, resuming her dusting.

      The front door opened, its bell chiming. Two matrons entered, dark blue bonnets on their heads, their gowns also of a dark hue. The Winston sisters. Both were widowed, living together in a house in the center of town, and also the center of all of Bandera’s gossip. They offered Charlene twin stares as she set aside her cloth and approached them with a smile.

      “May I help you, ladies?”

      Miss Harriet Winston said, “You have a – guest, Miss Quinn?”

      Miss Darla Winston nudged her sister with her elbow. “Don’t be rude, Harriet. Yes, Miss Quinn, we would like three yards of that dark green cloth right there, if you don’t mind. And thread to match it. Thank you.”

      Charlene took down the requested bolt of cloth and laid it out on the counter to measure it. Jean left the store for the back office, as the widows advanced on the counter. She glanced up at Miss Harriet. “Yes, my mother and I took in an Indian in dire need of medical assistance.”

      Miss Harriet gasped. “Is that not a dangerous thing to do? After all, he is a savage.”

      “He has a broken leg, Miss Harriet,” Charlene replied, cutting the cloth with scissors. “Hardly dangerous.”

      “But what will happen when he is healed? He might turn on you and  your helpless mother.”

      “I suppose we will worry about that if and when it happens.” Charlene folded the cloth neatly and fetched a spool of matching thread from a drawer. After wrapping the goods in paper, she handed the package to Miss Darla. “May I get you anything else, ladies?”

      After taking their coins, she watched with amusement as the matrons left the store, whispering, their heads together. Throughout the day, she endured question after question, townspeople coming in to buy something as an excuse to inquire about the Comanche. She answered them all patiently yet forced her eyes not to roll. “Yes, he has a broken leg. No, he is not dangerous to the community. Yes, I’m sure he will return to his people soon. Yes, it was my Christian duty. Yes, Dr. McFadden was very kind to enlist his aid.”

      During a lull in the waves of customers, Harold came in from the storeroom, grinning broadly, his clothes covered in dust. “Your Comanche friend is certainly good for our business. I am almost out of coffee and flour, and I just unloaded a shipment.”

      “I almost feared the town would condemn me for it,” Charlene admitted, wiping her hands on her apron, “and shun the store.”

      “Nonsense,” Harold snorted. “These folks are basically very kind-hearted. Your broken legged Indian is a novelty, not an excuse for the town to turn on you. You and your mother are highly regarded in Bandera, girl. People understand your kindness.”

      He pulled out his pocket watch. “It’s time for your lunch,” he said. “I’ll mind the place.”

      “Can you handle it?” Jean called from the back room.

      “I was running this place before I met you, woman.”

      Grinning, Charlene went to the office to fetch her bonnet and remove her apron. “I’ll be back soon, Jean.”

      Jean nodded, scribbling out an order on paper. “Give your mother my love, dear.”

      Tying her bonnet’s ribbons under her chin, Charlene opened the front door, dodging a pair of cowboys in tall hats and leather chaps who entered the Apple Tree just as she exited. With her appetite gnawing in her stomach, she walked hurriedly down the sidewalk, her head down, hoping no one else felt the need to stop her and ask nosy questions about the injured Indian.

      The savage sun beat down on her head, making her glad she had remembered her bonnet, perspiration already beading on her forehead. Though she had been born and raised in this part of Texas, she still wondered if she would ever get used to its terrible heat. “How can anyone ever get used to it?” she muttered.

      Not really paying much attention to what was going on around her, Charlene all but strode headlong into a man who had stopped in front of her. Seeing only his boots and legs from under her bonnet, she lifted her face and stopped before she tripped over him. “Oh, excuse me.”

      She recognized him instantly. Harvey Johnson, Bandera’s local drunk, who worked performing odd jobs around the town and spent his money in the saloon. Charlene knew he lived in a tiny shanty when he wasn’t sleeping off a bender in the town’s jail, and she raised a faint smile. “Mr. Johnson.”

      She did not receive one in return. Instead, he glared down at her as though he hated the very sight of her, despite that they had quite often exchanged pleasantries. Nor was he currently intoxicated and did not smell of whiskey or beer. A little alarmed when he said nothing and continued to leer at her with rage, Charlene tried again. “Mr. Johnson, how are you?”

      “Damn Injun lover,” he snarled, his brown teeth bared in a grimace. “I’ll show you how I am.”

      That was when he pulled the knife from behind his back.
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      Fanning himself with his hat, Aaron Dawson sat in the questionable coolness of the saloon, occasionally taking a drink from his tall glass of beer. Like everything else in the God-forsaken country, it had warmed considerably and tasted foul. Gazing idly out the window, he watched as passersby on horseback or buggies, some fools on foot, strode or rode down the dusty street outside.

      “Let’s go back north,” suggested his brother Franklin, adjusting his spectacles on his damp nose. “Where it’s cooler.”

      “How can anyone live down here?” asked George, also a brother and the second to the youngest in the family. “This heat is stifling.”

      Aaron glanced at them and took another drink from his glass. “Benji isn’t in the north,” he replied, still fanning himself. His dark red hair, long, oily and slick with sweat, dripped small rivulets down the sides of his face. Not even the air moving across his skin cooled him. “He’s in Texas, and that’s where we stay until we spring him from jail.”

      “Why couldn’t he have been busted in a nice place like Colorado?” George muttered, shooting an uneasy glance toward Aaron.

      Aaron restrained himself from backhanding George across his measly face. Always a complainer, George never failed to get under Aaron’s skin and create a savage itch. As he often did, Aaron wished he could simply dump George somewhere and ride off, to never see him again. But he was blood, and the Dawson family never abandoned their own.

      “Pipe down, George,” Elmer said, his tone soft. He always spoke quietly, never raised his voice, yet even Aaron tread carefully when Elmer’s voice grew almost inaudible. The less voice he spoke with, the more dangerous he became. “If you were in prison, we’d ride through hell to get you out.”

      George smacked his cards down on the table, irritated. “I know. This heat is making me crazy. It doesn’t even cool off at night here.”

      “This is getting to all of us,” Frank admitted, picking up George’s card hand and inspecting them. “Once we have Benji back with us, we’ll go back north. Right, Aaron?”

      Aaron merely nodded. “Texas is a big place. We still don’t know what prison the federal marshals took him to.”

      “Just how many prisons are here?” Elmer asked. “Three or four?”

      “At least.”

      “If we find where they are,” Elmer went on, “maybe we can ride to each one.”

      “That’ll take years, idiot,” George snapped. “Benji will have died of old age before we get him out.”

      Elmer merely stared at him until George looked away, mumbling under his breath. He took all the cards back and shuffled them, refusing to look at any of his brothers. “I’m just saying,” Aaron heard him mutter.

      “Maybe that bounty hunter knows where he is,” Aaron said, gazing out the window again. “What was his name?”

      “Tyler Price,” Franklin answered, inspecting the cards George dealt him. “But he’s long gone.”

      “Do you know where he went?” Aaron turned his head toward his brother.

      “Naw. Just that he packed up one day and left town.” Franklin adjusted his spectacles when they slid down his nose again, slicked with his sweat. “Benji made him a rich man.”

      “Someone probably knows where he went,” Aaron said thoughtfully. “He had friends back there in El Paso. Maybe he told his pal the sheriff where he was headed.”

      “Is El Paso cooler than here?” George asked, pushing a few matchsticks across the table as his wager.

      “The Amazon jungle is cooler than here,” Franklin scoffed.

      “How would you know? You’ve never been to the Amazon jungle in your life.”

      “I know more than you, dimwit, that’s for sure.”

      “Where is the Amazon jungle, anyway?”

      “South America,” Franklin snapped, “and if you ask me where that is, I’ll bust you a good one.”

      “You think you know more than the rest of us because you read all them books,” George sneered. “Four eyes.”

      “I do know more than you, stupid.”

      “Knock it off,” Aaron told them, not raising his voice. “You two sound like five-year-olds.”

      Like Elmer, Aaron’s temper had earned him their fear and respect. None of his brothers wanted to see him angry, as there was little he wouldn’t do in a rage. Franklin still bore the puckered scar in his left shoulder from Aaron’s knife, and he never forgot how he nearly bled to death. Aaron was sorry afterward, of course, but he had gotten his point across – never make Aaron angry.

      “Here’s what we’ll do,” Aaron said, pulling a thin cigar from his vest pocket and lighting it with a match scraped across his boot. “The next couple of days, we scope out the bank. Once we know everything there is to know, we hit it, then skin out. Back west to El Paso.”

      “I like that idea,” George replied, squinting at his cards. “We’re almost out of money.”

      “We wouldn’t be if you didn’t gamble it all away at poker every night,” Franklin growled.

      “I don’t always lose,” George replied easily. He smirked and set his hand on the table. “Like now. Full house.”
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        * * *

      

      Thus, three days later, shortly after the bank opened, George sat in his saddle, holding the reins to all four horses while Aaron led Franklin and Elmer into the bank, kerchiefs tied over their lower faces, their hats pulled down over their eyes. At this time of day, there were no customers to control, and only the bank manager and a single employee were inside. Not many people strolled by on the street outside, either, as most sensible people remained indoors.

      He pointed his gun at the frightened teller’s head.

      “Tell your boss to open the safe,” he ordered. “Now.”

      Elmer pushed his way through to the back, his rifle cocked and aimed as the manager raised his hands over his head. “Don’t shoot,” the man pleaded, sweat running down his face.

      Jerking the business end of his gun toward the safe, Elmer said, “Open it.”

      Franklin carried a canvas sack in behind him as the manager spun the combination lock on the safe, then swung open the heavy door. As Elmer and Aaron kept their victims at gunpoint, Franklin stuffed the bundles of cash into the sack, working fast before any customers wandered in. “Got it,” he called out.

      Elmer reversed his rifle and bashed the butt against the manager’s head. The man fell to the floor, bleeding from the gash in his scalp. Aaron swiftly forced the teller into the back, his pistol held to the man’s neck, and also knocked him out cold. “Let’s go,” he said, “before anyone comes in.”

      Closing the door to the bank behind them, Aaron liked to think that making the place appear normal when a customer walked into the bank gave them a slight head start. He and his brothers mounted their horses, Franklin stuffing the money into his saddlebags. Then at a smooth trot, not drawing unwanted attention to themselves by galloping away in a rush, they rode down the dusty street.

      However, once they rode out of sight of the town, Aaron spurred his mount into a fast canter. With so many similar bank heists behind them, he seldom had to give his brothers orders anymore. They would ride as hard as they dared without exhausting the horses, rest near water and graze, then ride on again.

      Aaron led the way westward, often glancing behind him for evidence of someone following them. They hadn’t ridden for an hour when he looked back and discovered a tall plume of dust not far to their rear. “They’re onto us, boys,” he said. “That’s a posse back there, and it’s a big one.”
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      Some other best sellers of mine:
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